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that information. 



FOREWORD 


I CAN offer no bigger or better excuse for writing a book about 
Calcutta than something on the lines of the old Mallory quota¬ 
tion about Everest; it is there. It is strange, though, that no one 
has attempted anything like a portrait of the city since Montague 
Massey published his recollections in 1918, Since then there has 
been an excellent but highly technical social survey by N. K. 
Bose and two or three books on Bengali politics, all written 
by scholars for other scholars; nothing else except occasional 
memoirs with fleeting references. Yet this was the second city in 
the British Empire and, for what the computation is worth, it 
remains the second city of the Commonwealth. It is also the 
fourth city in the world. Our failure to take much notice of it 
maybe tells us more about ourselves than it has not told us about 
Calcutta. 

In a sense, the story of Calcutta is the story of India and the 
story of the so-called Third World in miniature. It is the story 
of how and why Empire was created and what happened when 
Empire finished. It is the story of people turning violently to 
Communism for salvation. It is also the story of Industrial Revo¬ 
lution. The imperial residue of Calcutta, a generation after 
Empire ended, is both a monstrous and a marvellous city. Jour¬ 
nalism and television have given us a rough idea of the monstro¬ 
sities but none at all of the marvels. I can only hope to define 
the first more clearly and to persuade anyone interested that the 
second is to be found there too. 




INTRODUCTION 


A hazard facing any writer who attempts to bring history up to 
date - as I did in the last few pages of this book a dozen years 
ago - is that events shortly afterwards may make his perspective 
and his conclusions seem comically inappropriate. It may al¬ 
ready be thought that the apocalyptic vision with which I 
finished Calcutta fell rather heavily into this trap for the unwary 
author; and I shall be very happy if someone in the next century 
is able to confirm that this was indeed the case. Certainly no 
cataclysmic plague has visited the city since I first studied it, 
nor have the pavement poor risen with ferocity to dispose of 
the rich in angry bloodshed. Yet I would not wish to change 
a word that I wrote then. I was expressing as best I could 
what Calcutta made me feel Those paragraphs were much less 
prophecy than speculation. Above all, they were my effort to 
convey a spirit that seemed to be abroad in a dark night of the 
city’s soul 

In fact, there was a moment soon after the book was published 
when it seemed that my imaginings might be given dreadful 
substance. In 1971 there occurred the revolt m what was then 
East Pakistan against Yahya Khan’s military government in 
Islamabad, which led to the establishment of Bangladesh. Inevi¬ 
tably this produced, as every other terrible conflict on the sub¬ 
continent has always done, uncountable masses of refugees 
streaming away from the centre of violence. With Calcutta 
only a short distance from the border, the majority of them 
headed for the city, whose outskirts were soon swollen by many 
encampments of what the international jargon refers to ab¬ 
stractly (and abstractedly) as ‘displaced persons’. Multitudes, 
who would have starved to death without the charity of the 
Indian government and the aid that came from further afield, 
lived for a long time in great drainpipes, which were lying in 
readiness for some half-executed municipal enterprise, and in a 
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new spread of shanty towns. In those first few months after 
their arrival, until Calcutta had yet again adapted itself enough to 
demonstrate its resilience in the face of difficult odds, the already 
overloaded city must have been perilously close to breakdown, 
urban collapse or whatever we choose to call the ultimate 
metropolitan nightmare. After a couple of years, by which time 
even Islamabad had been forced to recognize the independence 
of Dacca, many of the refugees staggered back whence they had 
come; but some stayed behind to compound, as refugees always 
do, Calcutta’s everlasting problems. 

There have been other critical moments in the past decade or 
so. The political machinations of West Bengal have continued 
in the fashion of the sixties, always tortuously, often incoher¬ 
ently, sometimes violently. The period of president’s rule ended 
with a state election in 1971 which produced a coalition govern¬ 
ment of eight parties led by a Congress man. Twelve months 
later the Corporation of Calcutta was effectively suspended, its 
elected representatives removed, its functions henceforth dis¬ 
charged by the state government. In 1975 the political life of 
the whole country was thrown into turmoil as a result of the 
emergency powers adopted by Mrs Gandhi’s government in 
Delhi, and insurrection against those powers was as great in 
Calcutta as it was anywhere; likewise the Delhi government’s 
response to insurrection. The prisons of West Bengal became 
as crowded as ever they had been during the most repressive 
days of the British Raj. But when, in 1977, Prime Minister 
submitted herself to general election (a democratic act which her 
adversaries, axe-grinding opportunists almost to a man, had 
insisted beforehand to be quite beyond her), she paid the price 
for her authoritarian regime in West Bei^gal as elsewhere in 
India. Not only did the state return its tally of her opponents to 
the New Delhi parliament; in its own domestic elections it 
handed power, with a colossal majority, to a Left Front govern¬ 
ment - yet another medley of parties, but one dominated by the 
CPI(M). And so Jyoti Basu, whom I had last seen as the power 
behind the throne on which sat a bewildered Ajoy Mukherjee, 
came into his own as Chief Minister of West Bengal. 
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It was his Calcutta, in most senses, to which 1 returned in the 
spring of 1981. I had flown down from Patna to a Dum Dum 
airport which was cut off from the city, with no buses or taxis 
plying for hire, because a strike had been incited by the Basu 
government in protest against a faction which had just been 
demonstrating roughly against its rule. Some citizens had been 
killed and, that weekend, a dozen tramcars were displayed on 
the Esplanade, to show what the enemies of the people were 
capable of in their resentment of the people’s willed adminis¬ 
tration. The smashed windows of the trams and the bodywork 
scorched by firebombs were testimony enough to the vicious 
course anybody’s resentment may take in Calcutta. To that 
extent, nothing had changed while I was away. Provocations, 
reprisals, politicians playing extravagantly to the gallery, con¬ 
sequential strikes and attendant uproar were still the order of 
the day. So, thank God, were all the things that have always 
redeemed the nasty facts of life in Calcutta. The warmth of 
people and their astonishing vitality were also as I remembered 
them. 

As was their ability to charm the outsider with some idio¬ 
syncrasy of their own which can make him giggle and be moved 
at one and the same time. My old lodgings on Wood Street 
having disappeared in favour of some fiats, I stayed at the Great 
Eastern Hotel - as Kipling stayed when he was in town - one 
of the great social landmarks of British rule. It has long since 
been transferred from private hands to those of the government 
of West Bengal; which means, at the moment, that it is run by 
Commimists. I chose the Great Eastern not because of the 
imperial connection per se, but because I have a taste for by¬ 
gones which have survived unexpectedly in the modem world. 
There is much in the Great Eastern that qualifies for my custom 
in this respect, from the old-fashioned plumbing to the little 
mosque which Muslim members of the staff have created 
in an annexe to the boiler room. Above all, there is the in¬ 
scription which decorates the window of a textile shop near the 
hotel’s reception desk. There, in gilded letters curving in low- 
relief above the imperial crown, are the words ‘By appointment 
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to HM the King Emperor and HM the Queen Empress’, which 
the employees of communism were still polishing assiduously 
every day, thirty-four years after independence had been 
achieved. I beg the government of West Bengal never to discon¬ 
tinue this eccentric task. The act of preserving that fragment 
of history is much more their glory than ever the inscription 
itself referred to ours. 

But, as I found out in the next few days, changes had been 
wrought to the Calcutta I had fondly but anxiously left in 1970. 
The entire length of Chowringhee was sorely disfigured by a 
deep trench, whose outcrops also made a mess of Park Street 
and other adjacent thoroughfares. This was the excavation for 
the underground railway which, one of these days, will run 
beneath the city all the way from Dum Dum to Tollygunge, 
the first thing of its kind on the sub-continent Calcutta’s des¬ 
perate need for better systems of transport had been tackled in 
other forms, too. Those poor old Leyland double-deckers, which 
in their rattletrap way may yet outlast the company that made 
them, had been reinforced in my absence by a fleet of smart- 
looking minibuses, splendid additions in every respect apart 
from the fact that tall passengers who must stand are obliged 
to do so in a prehensile stoop. On the Hooghly I found diesel- 
engined ferryboats rumbling back and forth where there had 
been nothing like them before. A mile or so below Howrah 
Bridge, what’s more, two concrete arcs were springing towards 
each other from either bank, due to join up in a magnificent new 
suspension bridge for road traffic in 1985. 

A degree of salvation - and one dare not hope for an im¬ 
provement of Calcutta by more than degrees across long periods 
of time - has come to the city by way of its river, which always 
was the key to its fortunes. In 1975 the great barrage at Farakka 
was completed, a few miles from the border with Bangladesh, 
in up-country Bengal. There have been periodic wrangles 
since about the proportion of Ganga water which shall be 
allowed to flow past Farakka into Bangladesh, and what may 
run down into the Indian Hooghly. But Calcutta has certainly 
been well served by the engineering up there, as the accumulated 
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silt of half a century and more has been flushed downstream 
towards the Bay of Bengal by the increased flow. The depth of 
navigable water is greater now between Kidderpore Docks and 
the sea, though the Hooghly will always be a treacherous river 
for ocean-going ships. Nevertheless, in the twelve months before 
my latest visit, some 700 vessels had brought their trade right 
into the heart of the city, a figure that hadn’t been heard of 
for donkey’s years. And that is quite apart from the numbers 
which dock at Halida, fifty-six miles nearer the sea, where the 
new port would be flourishing at last if international commerce 
weren’t in such a bad way, for it can accommodate the largest 
merchantmen afloat. Not only has Farakka caused those who 
forecast the death of Calcutta as a port to brighten it up; it has 
also done its bit to improve Oust a little) the local drinking- 
water supply. The pumping station at Palta was m a state of 
collapse when I first saw it, corroding under the high salinity 
of the HooghJy’s sluggish ebb and flow, but now it has been 
fettled, and fresher water is going through to the taps and stand¬ 
pipes of the city beyond. 

It would be crass to assume that such advances as these mean 
that a great new dawn is coming Calcutta’s way. The plight of 
most of Its millions remains much as it was when I tried to 
describe it in the pages that follow. The Calcutta Metropolitan 
Development Authority, which has evolved from the gallant 
CMPO, has tinkered with some bustee defects, but its resources 
are overstretched and a third of the population still live in bus- 
tees. Until these are gone, if ever they do go, there is no excuse 
for anyone to make a song and dance about the basic living 
conditions of Calcutta. But obviously the deepest pessimisms of 
1970 have been lightened a shade or two by what has happened 
since. I myself underrated Calcutta’s enduring capacity for 
survival in the face of difficulties that might destroy the will to 
survive in a civilized fashion in any western community of size 
that I have known. This is a variation of the most common 
failing of the westerner when contemplating India, based on the 
assumption that what is valid in his part of the world is or ought 
to be equally true on the sub-continent. It infrequently is. 
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I should have known better. I rejoice that Calcutta persists 
in ways that make us, its devotees, grateful always to refresh 
ourselves at its sometimes stained fountains. I am glad I picked 
the right word to symbolize what I felt then, what I feel still. 
Again . .. Zindabad! 
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UL TIMA TE EXPERIENCE 


No traveller from the West is completely prepared for his first 
experience of India. Whether he flies into the fiery dawn of 
Bombay or Delhi, as he frequently does, his senses will at once 
be shocked and stimulated and confused by the strangeness of 
his new landfall. He may have inklings of what to expect but he 
can never have more than that, for everything that is about to 
happen to him is on such a scale and of such magnitude as to 
defy and almost to dissolve all his careful anticipation. He may 
have been entranced once by the queer and exotic doings of snake 
charmers, fire eaters and gulli-guUi men at sundown in the great 
square of Marrakesh, which will have seemed a marvellous spec¬ 
tacle especially organized for the benefit of tourists. In India the 
traveller discovers that such things can be customary processes 
of living. He may believe that he has sighted the utmost poverty 
in the cave dwellings and hovels of Southern Italy or Spain. In 
India he realizes that this was not so, and that something in¬ 
finitely worse goes on and on, hopelessly and terribly. The 
traveller’s confusion and the sick feeling he begins to detect in 
the pit of his sensitive stomach is liable to be increased, moreover, 
if he happens to be British. For in all this confusion and this 
riveting strangeness he becomes aware of things as faintly fami¬ 
liar as an old coat of varnish, or a forgotten diary discovered 
one traumatic day under the dust in the box room. These consist 
of ways some people have of doing and saying things, of a sign 
manual casually observed upon a building, of a lingering and 
homely style inextricably mixed up with all the oddness. They 
make the traveller fairly blink with recollection as he struggles 
with some fresh encounter that he suspects he has had some 
place bdfore. And then one day, while he is still astonished by 
his landfall, he takes plane again and flies on to the East; for 
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there, he has heard, lies the ultimate in this weird and marvellous 
and awful experience. 

If he has disdained the services of Indian Airlines and boarded 
someone else’s Boeing, he finds that some of his reflexes have dis¬ 
turbingly changed. He spends much of the next three hours pon¬ 
dering the comforts of travel by international jet-propelled avia¬ 
tion. He toys with his glossified meal, complete with dainty salt 
and pepper shakers and real quill toothpicks wrapped in cello¬ 
phane; and he catches himself wondering just how many thou¬ 
sands (possibly millions?) of dollars were spent in devising and 
developing the plastic sheet whose frictional surface is intended 
to stop his share of hors d’oeuvre sliding off the tray and into 
his neighbour’s lap. He relieves himself of a few uncomfortable 
thoughts in the lavatory aft, where Pan American have thought¬ 
fully provided handcream and soap (both by Morny) and after¬ 
shave lotion (by Onyx); all done up in small attractive packages 
which invite the traveller to pocket them, for there are plenty more 
where they came from and he’s welcome. He chooses, perhaps, 
the mouth-wash instead, for a bitter little flavour has been com¬ 
ing on and he likes to make his landfalls nice and clean. Thus 
revitalized and refreshed, he takes his aerial passage across India, 
until the warning lights go on and the stewardess hopes he has 
enjoyed his flight and he knows he is coming to earth again. 

As the Boeing flexes its wings in descent, the traveller begins 
to observe the details of a landscape which has changed some¬ 
what since his taste of Bombay or Delhi. There the ground seemed 
barren and burnt from the sky but here it looks wonderfully 
fertile. The predominant colour is green, sometimes vivid and 
deep, sometimes nearly yellow, but always the promise of growth. 
And there is water: water in craters, water in canals, water in 
lakes and, just over there, a great gleaming swamp of saturated 
fields with what looks like chickweed floating on the top between 
the dykes. A city appears, enormous and sprawling aroimd a 
wide brown river which has shaped itself in a dog-leg and which 
has ships hanging at anchor. Silver oil tanks sparkle in the 
piercing light but there is a haze of smoke over the city whidi 
renders a range of high dockside cranes as an indistinct thicket 
of industry and a vast row of factory roofs as a rusty sheet of 
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cx)migated iron. It could almost be Liverpool on a sensational 
summer’s day. But as the Boeing cants over and skims even 
lower above the gleaming swamp and past the limar grey of some 
gigantic reclamation from the waters, the traveller knows it is no 
such thing. For there are palm trees here and a brown man 
coaxing a black bullock along a straggling road and, gracious 
me, a dazzlingly white Early English churdi tower poking up 
from jungle. Then the plane is down, and as it bounds and sways 
along the runway, the traveller notices that he is about to dis¬ 
embark at a spanking international airport, as new as Prague’s, 
as inviting as Rome’s. He blinks yet again, and wonders whether 
rumour has lied once more. For he has come to Calcutta. And 
ever3rthing he has heard about it soimds quite remarkably un¬ 
pleasant. 

This, he has been told, is the problem city of the world, with 
problems that not only seem insoluble but which grow every 
day at a galloping and fantastic rate. This is where nearly eig^t 
million people exist, who will have become more than twelve 
millions by 1986 if the estimates of population experts are cor¬ 
rect. Only Tokyo, London and New York contain more people 
than this and scarcely any of them have a conception of how 
things really are in the thirty-mile length of Greater Calcutta 
alongside the Hooghly River. Calcutta is merely said to be the 
place where thousands (or is it millions?) sleep on the streets at 
night. Where the poverty is so dreadful that everyone who knows 
it throws up his hands in honor and turns his back on it. Where 
there is violence and anarchy and raging Maoist Communism. 
All this is true. It is also true that Calcnitta is not only the largest 
city in India but commercially, industrially and intellectually 
the most important. It is the richest city in India. And, para¬ 
doxically, set in one of the most ancient cultures known to man, 
it is one of the youngest cities in the world. Henry Hudson had 
dropped anchor off Manhattan and begun the history of New 
York eighty-one years before Job Chamock pitched his tmts on 
the East bank of the Hooghly and made a start on Calcutta; 
Maisonneuve founded Montreal half a century earlier. What the 
traveller finds there today is therefore the creation and the legacy 
of the British. 
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Very few people have ever said anything nice about Calcutta, 
unless they were Bengali. Writing in 1863, Sir George Trevelyan 
was asking us to ‘find, if you can, a more uninviting spot than 
Calcutta ... it unites every condition of a perfectly imhealthy 
situation ... The place is so bad by nature that human efforts 
could do little to make it worse; but that little has been done 
faithfully and assiduously.’ Rudyard Kipling, who was there 
only for a short visit as a newspaper correspondent down from 
the Punjab, loathed the place and composed a rambling series 
of essays about it which he called The City of Dreadful Night (a 
title he also bestowed upon a verse epic about Lahore, for he was 
a repetitive man). A century and more before that, Robert Clive 
decided that it was ‘the most w eked place in the Universe’ 
though, admittedly, he had only England and Madras to com¬ 
pare it with. All these were stock responses of a kind Calcutta 
has generated from the start. There have been exceptions, 
though. A junior contemporary of Trevelyan was bowled over by 
the city when he came to it as a new recruit to the Indian Civil 
Service. *Imagine,’ William Hunter wrote home to his fiancee, 
‘Imagine everything that is glorious in nature combined with all 
that is beautiful in architecture, and you can faintly picture to 
yourself what Calcutta is.’ He was, of course, in love and he’d 
just arrived from Peckham. But William Bentinck, who was 
much more sophisticated, and who was to rule India from 
Government House there, had decided in 1805 as soon as he dis¬ 
covered it that Calcutta was the richest city he had seen after 
London and ‘the spectacle is altogether the most curious and 
magnificent I have met with’. At the other end of the nineteenth 
century Winston Churchill told his mother that ‘I shall always 
be glad to have seen it - for the same reason Papa gave for being 
glad to have seen Lisbon - namely, that it will be imnecessary 
for me ever to see it again*. But he granted that it was a very 
great city and then made an unexpected comparison for ‘at night, 
with a grey fog and cold wind, it almost allows one to imagine 
that it is London*. It put Reginald Heber, the second Bishop of 
Calcutta, in mind of Moscow. It put Mark Twain, who lectured 
there in 1896, in mind of very little but a vivid metaphor; he 
thought the weather of Calcutta ‘enough to make a brass door- 
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knob mushy*, stayed only a day or two, and recalled the city 
years later merely as the place where he met an old girl friend, 
with whom he had a conversation which centred on the peculi¬ 
arity of dried herring. But the most memorable observation of all 
was made by some anonymous fellow in a sentence which is 
usually, but incorrectly, attributed to Lenin. *The road to world 
revolution,* wrote this unknown epigrammist one day, *lies 
through Peking, Shanghai and Calcutta.* 

The truth is that almost everything popularly associated with 
Calcutta is highly unpleasant and sometimes very nasty indeed. 
It is bracketed in the Western mind with distant rumours of 
appalling disaster, riot and degradation. The one incident in its 
history with which every schoolchild has always been familiar 
has been called the Black Hole of Calcutta, and nobody who 
knows the place can ever have been surprised to learn that one of 
the most vicious weapons ever devised by man, the Dum Dum 
bullet, was invented and first produced in a small arms factory 
within a rifle shot of that splendid new airport. 

The very name of Calcutta is derived from a symbol of fear 
and evil. There is no religion in the world richer than Hinduism 
in the number and variety of its gods. It enshrines a bewildering 
pantheon of figures who together are venerated for every con¬ 
ceivable reflex and incident in the human condition and philo¬ 
sophy. There are gods as jolly-looking as Ganesh, sitting com¬ 
fortably with his elephant’s head, who is invoked by writers to 
bring them success. There are goddesses as elegant as Sarasvati, 
riding upon her gorgeous peacock, patron of music and inventor 
of Sanskrit. And there are scores of godlings with more unfortu¬ 
nate connotations like Manasa, who is worshipped in Bengal as 
an antidote to snake bites, and Sitala, who is particularly idolized 
by people along the Hooghly during outbreaks of smallpox. 
There is no one at all more respected and feared than the god¬ 
dess Kali who, like every other Hindu divine, has other names 
and forms as well; in Bengal she is more commonly known as 
Durga, in South India they sometimes call her BhawanL All the 
representations of Kali are designed to frighten an illiterate and 
supersdtious mind more thoroughly than Bn3rthing else in 
creation. She appears with devilish eyes, or with a tongue drip- 
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ping blood, with snakes entwined round her neck, or with a gar> 
land of skulls. She is Kali the Terrible and she is propitiated 
with daily sacrifice, as well as with flowers. When the Thugs 
strangled a traveller, they knotted in one comer of the handker¬ 
chief a silver coin consecrated to Kali, to give them a better 

grip- 

Kali, says the mythology, was the wife of Siva the Destroyer; 
and Siva, together with Brahma the Creator and Vjshnu the 
Preserver, stands in a divine triumvirate at the head of the 
Hindu religion. When Kali died, Siva was both grief-stncken 
and angry. He placed her corpse on his shoulders and went 
stamping round the world in a dervish dance of mourning 
which became more furious the longer it lasted The other gods 
realized that unless Siva was stopped the whole world would be 
destroyed by his rage, which was unlikely to end as long as he 
had his wife’s body on his shoulders. So Vishnu took up a knife 
and flung it at the corpse, dismembering it into fifty-two pieces 
which were scattered across the face of the earth. By the side of 
a great river in Bengal the little toe of the right foot landed, and a 
temple was built there, with an attendant village, and the people 
called this place Kalikata. 

Calcutta, indeed, is a mighty terrible and frightening place to¬ 
day. But there is another side to it, almost unheard of, rarely 
figuring in its reputation, sorely neglected by travellers from 
other parts of India as well as from farther afield, who dash in 
and transact their business, observe the miseries, then turn tail 
and run for it before they are totally overcome by violent claus¬ 
trophobia. They go home and cry woe unto the city, take its 
taste out of their mouths with a gin and'tonic or a Pepsi, and 
recall it thereafter only as an emblem of experience, to show that 
they now know the worst that Life has to offer. Yet to balance 
J^just a little) this conventional rumour of Calcutta, the traveller 
can do no better than to spare himself a couple of hours from 
the commercial and social horrors of the city and take himself 
down to the Marble Palace. This, indisputably, is the richest, 
the quaintest, the eeriest, the most haphazard and the most 
ridiculous, the most astonishing and the most lovable and almost 
the saddest relic in what, by about the start of the nineteenth 
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century, was beginning to be called the City of Palaces. You trace 
it - with some difficulty, no doubt, for the taxi-drivers of Cal¬ 
cutta are not very strong on navigation - down a side street 
among the pullulating alleys off Chittaranjan Avenue. The air 
reeks down here, like so many of the central thoroughfares, of 
worn-out engine fumes mixed up with half a dozen varieties of 
decay. The pushing and shoving and sidestepping past rickshaws 
and cows and people is almost as concentrated as anywhere. 
The noise is Calcutta’s usual symphony of honks and clatters 
and clangs and rumbles and shouts, with transistored obligatos 
on the sitar. It feels and looks and is just about as unsavoury as 
its past; for this area was once called Chor Bagan, or the 
thieves’ garden. But in the middle of this towering mess you find, 
unbelievably, a real garden of maybe an acre with a Palladian 
mansion set square in the centre. This could easily be a luxurious 
pocket in Rome, not Calcutta, and there is a fountain in the 
garden that would not be out of place in the Piazza Navona or 
at the bottom of the Spanish Steps; it has Neptune figures bran¬ 
dishing conch shells, with indeterminate water beasts gaping at 
them from the surrounding pool and four nubile naiads uphold¬ 
ing a classical urn on top of the central column. The adjacent 
paths are bordered with a galaxy of busts that never quite add 
up to a rhythmic theme - a Caesar here, a Chinaman there, a 
Redskin over by the shrubbery - as though someone with a bent 
for sculpture couldn’t make up his mind whether he was also a 
student of history or phrenology. 

There are greater surprises inside the house. You enter a court¬ 
yard first, which is topped by a high gallery. The floor is pat¬ 
terned with diamond-shapes and lounges of multi-coloured 
marble, the white walls are embellished with swagging in Wedg¬ 
wood blue, there are wonderfully cool-looking maidens and 
men cut in stone, wrapped in togas and standing high on plinths. 
There are a couple of urns with a variety of aspidistra growing 
from the bowls. And there is a menagerie. Out in the garden, 
pelicans and peacocks, mallard and teal have been poking and 
prodding at the lawns or ducking and dozing in the pool. In 
this courtyard there arc scarlet macaws from Burma tethered to 
perches, albino mynahs from the back of Bihar whistling in 
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cages, and pinioned parakeets from Northern Australia making 
a mess on the statues. 

Beyond lie apartments and galleries, and in these the Marble 
Palace becomes a fantasy brought to earth. They are full, as no 
building was ever filled before, with art and objects from Bang¬ 
kok to Bristol and back, though almost everything seems to 
have been picked up from the auctions and markets and dis¬ 
possessed households of Europe. There is a very old Queen Vic¬ 
toria in plaster standing large as life by the main stairway and a 
very young Queen Victoria in oak, somewhat larger, dominating 
a red marble room where another squadron of busts glare at her 
from the shadows. There is marble everywhere, in ninety dif¬ 
ferent varieties it is said, transported across the seas by the ton 
to provide floors and wall panels and table tops. There are 
great swathes of satin hanging round windows and enormous 
follies of crystal glass hanging in chandeliers from ceilmgs. 
There are mirrors from Venice and vases from Sevres and goblets 
from Bohemia and stags’ heads from the Trossachs and figures 
from Dresden and swords from Toledo and ormolu clocks from 
Paris and carvings from Bavaria and vast quantities of Vic¬ 
torian bric-a-brac that look as if they were scavenged in job lots 
from the Portobello Road on a series of damp Saturday after¬ 
noons in October; bronze boys on chargers all blackened with 
age, plaster fruit and stuffed kingfishers presented under glass 
domes, gewgaws in papier-mache and firedogs in cast-iron. A 
long gallery is so cluttered with these things upon, between, 
under and around its marble table-tops, that there is scarcely 
room to lay a finger between the bits and pieces; all collecting a 
patina of dust and cobwebs in a creepy half light. 

And then there are the pictures. They stagger up the stairways 
unevenly and they hang lopsided round all the rooms; the gilt of 
their frames is tarnished and flaked; they are desperate for 
restoration and some of the oil paint is beginning to slide from 
the canvases in the terrible hiimidity of Calcutta. This is catas¬ 
trophe, for many of them are masterpieces. Reynolds is here and 
so is Murillo, and Titian is said to be lurking somewhere. The 
guide books reckon there are four paintings by Rubens in this 
house: The Marriage of St Catherinet The Martyrdom of St 
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Sebastian, Minerva giving the loving cup to Apollo and The 
Return of Ulysses. But when you stop before an aged and in¬ 
distinct possibility and ask the old gentleman in the dhoti, who 
is taking you round, whether that is one, he just says ‘Oh, yers. 
That’s a priceless painting. Came from Europe. Oh yers. A 
priceless painting.’ Then he cocks his head on one side and looks 
at you keenly; and you simply can’t tell whether he is pulling 
your leg or wondering whether you are pulling his. 

This is not a museum It is a home, though you are very 
welcome to wander around it freely between the hours of ten and 
five for nothing more than your signature in the visitor’s book. 
It belongs to the Mullick family, who had long service and good 
conduct under the Mogul Emperors of India and we>‘e eventu¬ 
ally granted the zamindar title to farm taxes, which made them 
as rich and landed as any British grandee was to become. It was 
built in 1835 by Raja Rajendra Mullick Bahadur, who had been 
orphaned at three and given an English guardian. Sir James 
Hogg, by the Supreme Court. Sir James presented his ward with 
a few birds to go with the Marble Palace (which wealthy young 
Rajendra started making at the age of sixteen) and that was the 
beginning of the menagerie. The Mullicks have been there ever 
since, collecting their treasures and their trifles when abroad, 
establishing a legend of charity when at home. For at noon every 
day their durwans at the gate begin to hand food and paise, a 
little gruffly, to a long column of destitutes who have been wait¬ 
ing with clamour and patience since the dawn; and the donation, 
it is said, continues until the limit of four thousand people has 
been reached Meanwhile, the Mullicks themselves count their 
investments and cultivate their thoughts and are occasionally 
discovered playing Chopin on a grand piano in a corner of the 
marble ballroom; while the heat bears down and causes a little 
more stucco to peel from the buff front of the Marble Palace, 
and the great wooden blinds are drawn deep between the classical 
pilasters, and even the figures on the pedimented roof seem to 
droop in the sun. And if it were not for that burning sun, that 
queue of beggars, that noise and that smell, that air of being 
trapped, it could very easily be 7,000 miles away to the West. It 
is a Chatsworth of a place, muddled up with scenes from an 
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Indian Great Expectations 1 and it would be no surprise at all to 
encounter Miss Havisham reclining in a comer among the bric- 
it'brac, the shadows and the cobwebs. 

This is Calcutta, too. 

It was, all the same, limacy for anyone not bom and bred in 
Bengal (or, at least, in India) to settle down here and make an 
Empire from it. Everything in Nature was against it, the climate 
most of all. Calcutta is tolerable in winter, whm the tempera¬ 
ture is often in the 70s and when it can become even cooler in 
the evening; there was a freakish day in January 1899 when it 
dropped to 44 2 degrees, though it is hard to imagine the cold 
winds and foggy nights that made Winston Churchill think of 
London. But by the middle of March the heat is beginning to 
sear the city to the bone. Between then and the start of the 
monsoon it can rise to 120 degrees in this part of the world, the 
thermometer can stick over 100 for dajrs on end, and it rarely 
falls below 80 even in the middle of the night. It becomes so hot 
that the tar liquefies on the roads and goes oozing down the 
drains, and the colossal steel mesh of the Howrah Bridge is 
habitually four feet longer by day than by night. People go out 
with black umbrellas for shade, including the policemen trying to 
sort out the chaos of traffic at the top of Chowringhee, who have 
umbrellas with special handles that slot into the holsters at 
their belts so that their arms can remain free; and people with¬ 
out umbrellas are apt to hold briefcases and newspapers, books 
and letters and folds of saris between their heads and the sun; 
and men walk holding the hems of their dhotis out like sails, 
to catch any trace of breeze. When Calcutta has a heat wave - 
which means something well over 100 degrees - the cinemas are 
packed, like the libraries and reading rooms, because they are 
almost the only public places in the city which run to air-condi¬ 
tioning. On top of the blistering heat comes the humidity, and it 
is commonplace for that to register too per cent. 

There is occasional relief from this awful combination. There 
are odd evenings in April that bring a shower with blue electric 
flashes in the sky. You can get a storm that has the thermo¬ 
meter down and up again through 30 degrees in half an hour 
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while the city is bombarded with hailstones an inch and a half 
across; and the crows caught in mid*flight twist and dodge like 
fighters in anti-aircraft fire to avoid them, while small boys alter¬ 
nately squeal with pain and yelp with delight as they try to 
catch the pieces of ice before they land. But, generally, Calcutta 
before the monsoon means being soaked with sweat after walk¬ 
ing a slow fifty yards; it means not having an inch of dry skin 
except in air-conditioning; it means shivering with the shock as 
you walk off the street into a highly-equipped restaurant that 
feels like a refrigerator for the first few minutes. 

And then, about the middle of May, the occasional puffs of 
cloud that have been in the sky for a week or two begin to roll 
up more thickly. This is the worst time of all unless the mon¬ 
soon fails and anyone in his senses who could possibly get away 
would do so then. The monsoon breaks* in the first week of 
June, unless there is to be calamity. It comes down in a torrent 
to a smashing of thunder. It rains for several hours in solid 
straight shafts of water. Then it stops and the city steams like a 
laundry in the sun. Then it rains again as before. It goes on like 
this for four months, while Calcutta collects almost all its 
annual quota of 64 inches rainfall It comes down so fiercely and 
in such quantity, and Calcutta is so ill-equipped to bear this 
sudden blessing, that the streets are awash, the motor traffic is 
stalled, the trams can no longer move and only the rickshaw- 
pullers keep going through the floods, up to their knees and axles 
in water. This, too, is an awful time and the air is stickier than 
ever when the ram is not actually pouring But without it Cal¬ 
cutta would be utterly lost. If the monsoon is delayed the city 
becomes msane with the tension of waiting in that smothering 
atmosphere; for it knows that if the monsoon failed, terrible 
things would happen to its people. 

This IS probably the filthiest climate on earth, then. But apart 
from the balmy uplands to the North around Darjeeling, it is 
much the same wherever you go in Bengal, which sits sodden 
astride the Tropic of Cancer. The thing that makes this the most 
impossible place of all in this part of India for metropolitan 
and imperial ambitions, is the structure of the landscape here. 
Calcutta lies within the wide fiat wedge of delta country con- 
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tainixig the outflows of both the Ganga and the Brahmaputra. 
The Hooghly is a diversion from the Ganga (which only the 
English-speaking have known as the Ganges) as it plimges to¬ 
wards the Bay of Bengal, eighty-odd miles to the South; and the 
Mother of the World finds her way to the sea through a hun¬ 
dred smaller channels besides. The whole area, thousands of 
square miles, is simply untamed tropical fen; ‘new mud, old 
mud and marsh^ as a geographer has called it. The only firm 
ground is by the river banks, so that villages straggle along the 
watercourses, surrounded by mangoes, palms, bamboos and end¬ 
less expanses of swamp. When the rains come and the rivers 
flood, this delta becomes a gigantic inland sea. At any time, it is 
a perfect breeding grotmd for malaria and any other disease that 
thrives on moisture; some of Chamock’s sailors found it so un¬ 
healthy that they christened their landing place Golgotha. Yet 
on this bog the British created their capital in India. Nothing 
but commercial greed could possibly have led to such an idiotic 
decision. 
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The British were not the first EuroF>eans to come nosing round 
here. The Portuguese preceded them in Bengal, just as they pre¬ 
ceded them in India at large. By the start of the seventeenth 
century they had their powerful stronghold at Goa in the West, 
and on this side of the sub-continent they had been in and out 
of favour with local Nawabs for the better part of a hundred 
years. In favour, they conducted themselves as merchant sea¬ 
men, and another early visitor, the Vtmetian Cesaie Federid, 
who was in the river in 1578, notes that trade was in ‘rice, cloth 
of Bombast of diverse sorts, Lacca, great abundance of sugar, 
mirabolans, dried and preserved, long pepper, oyle of zerzeline, 
and many other sorts of merchandise’. Out of favour, they re¬ 
sorted to piracy in the mouth of the Ganga, from bases on the 
farther sic& of the Bay. 

The erratic history of the Portuguese in Bengal is more or less 
summarized by what happened to them in the last few years of 
their dominance there. In 1630 the Muslim rulers of this coun¬ 
try had defeated Sebastian Gonzales, in spite of the fact that he 
commanded t,ooo Portuguese, 2,000 Indians, 200 cavalry and 
80 vessels, and had seen him flying in disgrace to Goa. Not all of 
his compatriots retreated with him, though. Many stayed behind 
and they were allowed to resettle their old trading post on the 
west bank, twenty-seven miles upstream of Kalikata, with 
Michael Rodriguez as governor. For a couple of years there was 
peace, until the Mogul Emperor appointed a new Governor of 
Bengal, Cossim Khan, who at once accused the Portuguese of 
exacting payment from all boats passing their factory and draw¬ 
ing off commerce from the andent p)ort of Satgaon. For three 
and a half months Cossim Khan besieged the Portuguese, who 
repeatedly offered to surrender and pay x 00,000 rupees in tri¬ 
bute, but kept firing on the enemy at the same time. Eventually, 
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their fortifications were mined and there was much slaughter; 
the Portuguese skipper of a boat carrying men, women and 
children blew up his magazine and sank with all hands rather 
than fall into Muslim hands. Some young people were spared, 
however, and packed off to the Imperial court in Agra; the girls 
to the Emperor’s harem, the boys for circumcision and indoc¬ 
trination into the true faith. And there, presumably, they were 
incorporated into the life of a disconsolate Shah Jehan, and 
watched him building the Taj Mahal as a shrine for his beloved 
Mumtaz. 

The British had been on the move for a generation by now. 
Eight businessmen of London had met in Founders’ Hall on 24 
September 1599, petitioning their Queen for a charter that would 
enable them to enjoy *a quiet trade* in the East. She had been 
pleased to grant their request in fine Elizabethan tones: ‘Where¬ 
as our most dear and loving cousin, George Earl of Cumberland 
and other our well-beloved subjects ... have of our certain 
knowledge been petitioners imto us for our Royal assent and 
license to be granted unto them, that they, of their own Adven¬ 
tures, costs and charges, as well for the honour of this our realm 
of England as for the increase of our navigation and advance¬ 
ment of trade merchandise ... might adventure and set forth 
one or more voyages, with convenient number of Ships and Pin¬ 
naces, by way of traffic and merchandise to the East Indies .. .* 
The East India Company had thus been launched and by the 
time the Portuguese had been thrashed from the village of 
Hooghly, the British had a secure foothold of warehouses at 
Surat in the West; elsewhere, they were still probing for oppor¬ 
tunity. 

They found it in Bengal when yet another misfortune befell 
Shah Jehan. In 1636 one of his daughters was badly burned but 
she was successfully treated by Mr Gabriel Boughton, surgeon 
of the ship Hopewell, which was trading in the Deccan. He was 
asked to name his reward by a grateful Emperor and ‘with that 
liberality which characterizes Britons, sought not for any private 
emolument, but solicited that his nation might have liberty to 
trade, free of all duties, in Bengal, and to establish factories in 
that country*. The comment is by Charles Stewart, writing 
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loyally after enjoying a nniajority in Calcutta and a professorship 
at Haileybury, over a century later. Nevertheless, Boughton’s 
characteristic request was granted and when, in the following 
year, he treated a lady in the harem of the Emperor’s son (we are 
not told what the complaint was this time) the British were 
permitted to open more factories at Ballasore and Hooghly. And 
although the indispensable Dr Boughton died soon afterwards, 
his countrymen were now at liberty to export vast quantities of 
saltpetre, apart from other local merchandise, which was profit¬ 
ably much in demand in their Civil War at home. 

The scenery was being assembled for Job Charnock’s entry. 
He arrived in India in 1655 and at the start of 1657 appears on 
the Company’s registers as a junior member of the Council of 
the Bay of Bengal at a salary of £20 a year. For a man who 
started so much we know disappointingly little of him; the 
trading registers and the diaries that he kept are merely log 
books, giving nothing away of the man himself. We are left 
with a series of observed impressions which, more than not, 
sound more like gossip than precise reporting. But they are all 
very colourful. He is first up at Patna as chief of the factory and 
it is there, in 1663, that he picks his wife; the beautiful widow 
Maria, who has been condemned by suttee to perish in flames 
alongside her husband’s corpse; but Chamock, who has simply 
gone to gape at a heathen practice, is smitten by her appearance 
and snatches her from the pyre. They move down to Hooghly, 
to more factory management. For the next twenty years they 
are domestically preoccupied with raising a family of four in a 
variety of Company posts in Bengal, and it seems to have been a 
love match; after Maria died, Chamock is said to have sacrificed 
a cock each year on the anniversary at her tomb. 

Otherwise, life is difficult. Chamock is involved in Company 
arguments about precedence but there are more serious disputes 
with the local Muslim rulers, after one of which Chamock is 
flogged. The Muslims become more belligerent, which calls for 
retribution and Admiral Nicholson is summoned to provide it. 
Although he cannonades and bums 500 buildings (including a 
Company faertory with £300,000 worth of goods inside) the Bri¬ 
tish for the moment are fighting a losing battle. Chamock by 
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now, in 1686, has been made Governor of the Bay of Bengal, 
answerable to a Council of Directors based in Madras. He is in 
Hooghly again but he and his men are forced to retreat down¬ 
stream to Sutanuti, which is one of three villages almost on top 
of each other on the east bank; the other two arc Govindpur and 
Kalikata. A large army is chasing them so they fall back again 
to the island of Hijili, in the mouth of the Ganga, which is 
diseased and without water, and where half these Europeans are 
dead within three months. There are peace talks and Chamock 
returns to Sutanuti, but by the beginning of 1687 there is hos¬ 
tility again and this time Chamock sails out of Bengal and 
down to Madras in the frigate Defence. 

The Emperor Aurangzeb had long since deposed his father, 
Shah Jehan, and shifted his Imperial capital from Agra to Delhi; 
most of Chamock’s troubles, indeed, resulted from the change 
in ruler. Aurangzeb, however, was a calculating man and Charles 
Stewart probably accounts as well as anyone for what happened 
next. He writes that the Emperor, ‘being highly incensed against 
the English, had commanded them to be expelled from every 
part of his dominion; but as Aurangzeb ever made his passions 
subservient to his policy and was sensible that he derived a 
considerable aid to his revenue by the commerce carried on by 
the English; also, that their ships of war could much annoy his 
subjects ... putting a stop to the pilgrims visiting Mecca ... 
authorized his ministers to form a treaty with Messrs Weldon 
and Navarro, two English commissioners who had been sent 
from Bombay by Sir John Child, the Director General of the 
Company’s settlements, to solicit peace.* So a treaty was formed 
and Chamock sailed for Bengal again, but not before he had 
insisted on obtaining the Emperor’s firman, or personal licence, 
to trade on the most advantageous terms. Chamock was a calcu^ 
lator, too. 

Thus we come - at 22“ 33' North 88® 23' East, in the middle 
of the monsoon - to the foundation of Calcutta. In view of what 
was to follow from this landfall, the moment should have been 
recorded in something more memorable than Chamodc’s blank 
prose. But he, after all, only knew that he was returning to his old 
anchorage at Sutanuti and probably didn’t esqject his settlement 
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to last indefinitely anyway. He was rowed ashore, with an escort 
of 30 soldiers, to a village whose thatched huts had been pil¬ 
laged and burned in the Nawab’s pursuit of three and a half 
years before and he logs this in characteristically deadpan style. 
'August 24, 1690. This day at Sankraal, I ordered Captain 
Brooke to come up with a vessel to Chuttanuty, where we 
arrived about noon, but found the place in a deplorable condi¬ 
tion, nothing being left for our present accommodation, the 
rains falling day and night." And then he pitched his tents, and 
brought provisions from the boat, and it was left to Rudyard 
Kipling two centuries later to provide the serenade in some of 
his most thumping and ungainly verse: 

Thus the midday halt of Chamock - more's the pity 1 - 
Grew a City 

As the fungus sprouts chaotic from its bed 
So it Spread 

Chance-directed, chance-erected, laid and built 
On the silt 

Palace, byre, hovel - poverty and pride - 
Side by side; 

And, above the packed and pestilential town. 

Death looked down. 

At least Kipling could see which way Calcutta was heading by 
then. Chamock, with less than a couple of years to go before he 
died at the age of sixty-two, certainly couldn’t. He and his 
people were struggling for survival and a report from May 1691 
suggests how difficult it was for them. ‘They lived in a wild and 
unsettled condition at Chuttanuty, neither fortified houses, nor 
godowns,* only tents, huts and boats.* The nicest thing left to 
him was probably the marriage of his daughter Mary to Charles 
Eyre, a future knight and Governor of the Bay, in Calcutta’s first 
English wedding. 

The most vivid reporter of the early years was Captain Alex¬ 
ander Hamilton, whose ship was constantly sailing in and out of 
the Hooghly round the turn of the century. We get a picture of 
Chamock sitting under a large tree, smoking a hookah and 

* Storage sheds. 
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sipping arrak punch, clad in loose shirt and pyjamas; which, 
much floppier than Western fashion dictates nowadays, is still 
one of the most comfortable garments for Calcutta and, in white 
cotton, one of the most frequently worn. There he would 
receive his English and Indian merchants and talk with them 
till the light began to fade, when they would be dismissed 
so that they should get safely home before robbers and wild 
beasts appeared. Hamilton had no love for Charnock, who 
‘reigned more absolute than a Raja* and who had natives whipped 
near his dining room, so that he could hear their cries as he ate. 
It is not certain that the two ever met, for Hamilton’s Netv 
Account of the East Indies was not published until the first 
decade of the eighteenth century. So his stories must be taken 
with reservation; but at least they put some flesh on the bare 
bones of Company memoranda. 

Hamilton was an early objector to the site. Mr Job Charnock, 
he writes, had chosen it ‘for the sake of a large shady tree ... 
though he could not have chosen a more unhealthful place in all 
the River; for three miles to the North-eastward is a Saltwater 
lake that overflows in September and October and then prodi¬ 
gious numbers of Fish resort thither, but in November and 
December, when the Floods are dissipated, those fishes are left 
dry and with them putrefaction affects the air with thick stink¬ 
ing vapours which the North-east winds bring with them to Fort 
William, that they cause a yearly Mortality. One year I was there 
and there were reckoned in August to be about 1,200 English, 
some military, some servants to the Company, some private mer¬ 
chants residing in the town and some seamen belonging to the 
Shipping at the town, and before the beginning of January there 
were 460 burials registered witii the Clerk’s Book of Mortality.’ 
Such unpleasantness was of no great concern to the Company 
Directors, however, far away in Leadenhall Street; they were 
much more exercised over the chartering of a rival combination, 
though the two were happily united within a decade. And in 
spite of demonstrations on their doorstep by Spitalfields silk- 
weavers, angry at the importation of cheap Indian textiles, they 
were in expansive mood in Bengal. Fort William was started in 
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1696 out of brick dust, lime, molasses and cut hemp (‘as hard 
and tougher than firm stone or brick* all the same, and known 
as pucca construction) and named after King William of Orange 
three years later. At the same time the Nawab was persuaded to 
sell the three villages ‘with rents, uncultivated lands, ponds, 
groves, rights over fishing and woodlands and dues from resident 
artisans, together with the lands appertaining thereto, bounded 
by the accustomed notorious and usual boundaries in exchange 
for the sum of Rs 1300 current coin of this time*. 

Watching all this. Captain Hamilton is seeing a pattern emerge 
that is to repeat itself on an increasing scale in Calcutta for a long 
time to come. He remarks of Mr Weldon, who comes to the 
town as a Commissioner in 1709, that ‘His term of governing was 
very short and he took as short a way to be enriched by it by 
harassing the people to fill his coffers.’ A seaman’s wife, ‘a little 
inclined to lewdness in her husband’s absence*, entertains a 
couple of Armenians, and they quarrel over her; Weldon repri¬ 
mands both but gives one man sole rights to the woman for 
Rs 500 cash. Life sounds even lustier just up the road. ‘Bamagul 
is the next village on the River’s side above Calcutta, where the 
Dutch have a house and garden; and the Town is famously 
infamous for a seminary of female Lewdness where Numbers of 
Girls are trained up for the Destruction of unwary Youths, who 
study more how to gratify their brutal passions than how to shun 
the evil consequences that attend their folly, not withstanding 
the daily Instances of Rottenness and Mortality that happen to 
those who most frequent those schools of Debauchery.* The air 
of disapproval is so strong and the haphazard use of capital 
letters so pointed, that it is sometimes rather difficult to remem¬ 
ber that this is a seadog writing. Possibly Captain Hamilton was 
a secret maritime evangelist, for he takes pains to note that ‘In 
Calcutta all Religions are tolerated but the Presbyterian, and 
that they browbeat.* He also tells us that the Company has a good 
hospital here ‘where many go in to undergo the Penance of 
Physic, but few come out to give account of its operation*. And 
he observes that on the other side of the river from rising Cal¬ 
cutta,-where the twin city of Howrah now is, there are docks for 
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repairing and fitting ships* bottoms, and a pretty good garden 
belonging to the Armenians. Note the precision - 'ships’ bot¬ 
toms’, not ju^ 'ships’; this is a seadog after all. 

The Armenians are a puzzle in the origins of Calcutta. The 
Dutch we know about; they had settled twenty-five miles up¬ 
stream at Chinsurah in 1653 and they were to stay in their Fort 
Gustavus until they were ceded to William IV together with 
£100,000 in exchange for Sumatra. We had, of course, fought 
them in between. There was a bonny scrap in 1759 when a 
Dutch fleet of seven ships came up the Hooghly without pilots - 
either a marvellous or a lucky piece of navigation in that 
treacherous river - and attacked a handful of East Indiamen 
anchored below Melancholy Point They were beaten off after 
they had shot the Duke of Dorset through and through, leaving 
ninety cannonballs in her hull, without even managing to kill 
one of her crew, because the Englishmen had lined their quarters 
with bags of saltpetre, a crazy fire risk to take. This was the 
occasion when Colonel Forde, observing Dutch soldiers put 
ashore, and knowing the two countries were nominally at peace, 
wrote to Robert Clive - no longer a depressed Company book¬ 
keeper but a brilliant soldier and Governor - for an Order-in- 
Council to fight. And Clive, who was playing cards when the 
message came, wrote back in pencil; 'Dear Forde - Fight them 
immediately and I will send you an Order-in-Council to¬ 
morrow.* 

We know about the French, too. They had founded a colony 
at Chandemagore in 1673, 8 little way down the river from the 
Dutch, and not until Napoleon was out of the way did the 
British feel at ease in this proximity. Strong and flourishing 
under Dupleix, bombarded a little later by Admiral Watson, the 
story of the French on the riyer is one of recurring disposses¬ 
sion and retrieval. The longest period the tricolour was missing 
from the flagstaff of the Administrateur’s house was from 1794 
to 1815. Indeed, it outlasted the Union Jack in Calcutta, in Ben¬ 
gal, in all India. The little colony remained in French hands until 
it was gracefully handed over after a referendum of its people in 
1951. Nearly twenty years later, its singularity was almost en¬ 
tirely dissolved in the absorbing atmospheres of Bengal, leaving 
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only traces of the past among a few rotting tombstones, a sign 
outside a shop exclaiming ‘Wine!’ and 'Uherti, Fratemiti, 
EgalitiP still faintly inscribed upon a decaying gatepost. And a 
Bengali poetry magazine circulating in Calcutta under the title 
La Poesicy because its editor was educated in French Chandema- 
gore. 

We also know about the Danes, though they were not to 
found their mission station at Serampore for half a century yet. 
But the Armenians remain a problem to the student of Calcutta. 
They had probably been in India at least as long as the Portu¬ 
guese and possibly before. The standard history of their associa¬ 
tion with the country asserts, a little vaguely, that they had come 
overland, by way of Persia, Afghanistan and Tibet, as commercial 
birds of passage before ‘any other Europeans*. They settled at 
the invitation of the Emperor Akbar, who made a Queen of the 
Armenian Mariam Zamani, and who allowed her kinsfolk to 
build a church at Agra in 1562. By 1690, so we read, ‘The Ar¬ 
menians were the most favoured subjects of the Delhi Govern¬ 
ment ... and had been held in high esteem by the Mogul Em¬ 
perors from the days of Akbar downwards for their loyalty and 
integrity.’ They did very well for themselves in Bengal, whenever 
it was they arrived, and they showed pleasure in their new 
masters when they got the chance. When George III had re¬ 
covered from his madness in 1789, and the news reached Cal¬ 
cutta, ‘a general expression of joy was made by all the inhabi¬ 
tants*. But the most conspicuous and brilliant illuminations 
were displayed by an Armenian merchant by the name of 
Catchick Arrakiel. His loyalty did not escape the notice of Lord 
Cornwallis, who on interrogating him what particular interest he 
felt in the life of His Britannic Majesty, received this reply: ‘I 
have, my lord, lived under his Govanment for near thirty years, 
it has never injured me, but on the contrary has always afforded 
its protection and this, with industry, has enabled me to accumu¬ 
late a very plentiful fortune.* His son was so grateful for this 
protection that he raised and kept at his own expense a company 
of too Armenian volunteers to defend the industry of Britons 
and others when the regular Army was in the Deccan. And a 
British voice approvingly remarks at the start of the nineteenth 
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century that the Armenians are the most respectable and perhaps 
the most numerous body of foreign merchants in the capital. 
They trade with China to the East, Persia to the West, and most 
places in between. Their information from all sides is deemed 
the most accurate and minute of anyone’s in their profession. 
They are attentive, regular and diligent in business, and never 
do they think of departing from their lives and indulging in 
dissipation even after a competency has been acquired. 

The question is, when did these worthy merchants arrive in 
the Hooghly^ What were they doing between the building of a 
church at Agra in 1^62 and the founding of a capital city at 
Sutanuti in 1690? Mesroub Jacob Seth, the author of the Arme¬ 
nian history, claims that the merchant Kho}ah Israel Sarhad, a 
favourite of the Bengal Nawab, came down from Delhi to nego¬ 
tiate on the Company’s behalf the sale of the three villages a few 
years after the foundation and Chamock’s death. This, together 
with Hamilton’s references, appears to be die earliest report of 
Armenians in the district. 

The problem arises because of a gravestone in the Armenian 
Churchyard in Calcutta. The building is eighteenth century, a 
cool oasis in the middle of a crammed bazaar. But half way 
across the yard, which is completely paved with graves, there is a 
black granite slab marking the tomb of 'Rezabcebeh, wife of the 
late charitable Sookias.’ And the date on it is 21 July 1630. Does 
it mean that there were Armenians already trading from Sutanuti 
or Kalikata when Chamock finally dropped anchor and that his 
log foigot to mention than? Or is it )ust the slip of a mason’s 
chisel? A small point, maybe. But in the Calcutta Oub of an 
evening they can engross themselves for hours in lighter topics 
than that. And the whisky, for an hour or two, might not taste 
quite as Scotch if it were suddenly established beyond doubt that 
the capital of the Raf had been started not by a gentleman adven¬ 
turer from England, grown honourable in the Company’s ser¬ 
vice, but by a tradesman from Isfahan with no pedigree at aU. 

The start of the eighteoith century secs the middle of the three 
river villages giving its name, already Anglicized, to the whole 
spreading settlement; presumably because the first substantial 
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buildings (judiciously for storage, not comfort) have been erected 
at Kalikata, away from the still makeshift living quarters of 
Sutanuti. It sees Bengal declared a Presidency, junior by several 
years to Madras and Bombay, but soon to overtake both in power 
and prestige. It secs Job Chamock*s son-in-law, now Sir Charles 
Eyre, President of Bengal and Commander-in-Chief of the 
United East India Company’s Fort William. It sees the begin¬ 
nings of a remarkable expansion throughout India which, as 
Philip Woodruff has remarked, is within little more than half a 
century to present the Company Directors in England ‘with an 
empire at which they looked with the incredulous elation, shot 
with sharp twinges of doubt, of a village grocer who has inherited 
a chain of department stores and is not quite sure whether they 
will pay him a profit beyond his dreams or drag him down to 
ruin’. 

By now, young men are heading for the Hooghly in boatloads 
from the Thames. As Company servants they arc required to 
salute the captain of the Indiaman on his quarterdeck whenever 
they see him during the voyage, they appjear at meals to a roll of 
drums and they must have their cabin lights out at ten p.m. 
sharp. TTiey are mere Writers on the Company payroll and the 
Company pay is not excessive. The young man has had to find 
for his passage and his keep on board ship. And although he is 
fed and accommodated free in a Writers* building on arrival, he 
must furnish his rooms and obtain servants, washing, candles 
and many other necessities at his own expense. Young Robert 
Clive, making a similar journey (to Madras) within a few years, 
complains to his father that on the Company’s stipend of £3 los. 
a month it is as much as he and his colleagues can do to live at 
all, what with the dearness and scarcity of everything. The 
immediate prospect, on top of all this, is three or four years of 
drudgery with account books. No wonder Clive twice tried to 
blow his brains out and pined, of all places, for Manchester. 

It was a system based upon a grasping premise in England 
and it made for grasping behaviour in India. It spawned men 
with an eye to the main chance above all things, who were 
shortly to discover that although they might have come to Cal¬ 
cutta penny-pinching, they could rapidly acquire a fortime if 
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they set about it in the right way. Their sense of direction would 
soon be established for them if they took a look at their imme¬ 
diate lords and masters. The settlement was governed by a 
Council of nine members. The President, who was also First 
Member, received an emolument of £100 a year; his eight assis¬ 
tants by now received £40 a year. In addition to these salaries 
the Members in Council were given free board and lodging and 
a palanquin allowance of Rs 30 a month. On the face of it they 
were not doing much better than their Writers. But every one of 
them was also allowed to trade freely and privately - as other 
Company servants were not ~ and the profits on free trade in 
Bengal could easily amount to several hundred times a Mem¬ 
ber’s salary. And before very long, regulations notwithstanding, 
the Writers and other underlings were inspired by this example 
to follow it as best they could. The result was that even Clive, a 
fairly ruthless rogue from childhood, seems to have been shodted 
by his first acquaintance with Calcutta, and that was after an 
experience of Madras. It was not only the most wicked place in 
the Universe in vague terms. Precisely, it was that ‘Corruption, 
Licentiousness and a want of Principles seem to have possessed 
the Minds of all the Civil Servants, by frequent bad examples 
they have grown callous, Rapacious and Luxurious beyond 
Conception ., 

At about this time a Nawab of Bengal, Mir Kasim, was writing 
to the Governor to describe what it meant for an Indian to be 
on the receiving end of this philosophy. ‘And this is the way 
your Gentlemen behave; they make a disturbance all over my 
country, plunder the people, injure and disgrace my servants ... 
Setting up the colours and showing the passes of the Company, 
they use their utmost endeavours to oppress the peasants, mer¬ 
chants and other people of the country ... In every village and 
every factory they buy and sell salt, betel-nut, rice, straw, bam¬ 
boos, fish, gunnies, ginger, sugar, tobacco, opium and many 
other things ... They forcibly take away the goods of the 
peasants, merchants etc. for a fourth part of their value, and by 
ways of violence and oppressions they oblige the peasants to give 
five rupees for goods which are worth but one rupee, and for the 
sale of five rupees they bind and disgrace a man who pays a 
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hundred rupees in land>tax; and they allow not any authority 
to my servants .. .* There were good men in the Company ser¬ 
vice prepared to back all that to the hill. 

Calcutta was beginning to thrive on this creed and its expatri¬ 
ates were beginning to make themselves at home. They had built 
St Anne’s Church in 1709, they had completed the Fort in 1712, 
they had made Gicorge Pomfret the District Grand Master of 
the Freemasons in 1728 and their ‘Star of the East* was to be the 
oldest Lodge outside England. They were to open their first 
theatre, in Lalbazar, in 1745. They had sent a deputation to 
Delhi, led by the merchant John Surman, to buy up another 
thirty-eight villages, including Howrah across the river; and, re¬ 
membering two excellent precedents, they had not forgotten to 
include Dr Hamilton in the party. They were in luck once more, 
for the Emperor was thinking of marriage but had a trouble¬ 
some swelling in the groin. Surgeon Hamilton worked wonders, 
like Dr Boughton before him, and in due course, when both 
treatment and marriage had been proven, the villages were made 
available for Calcutta’s first suburban development. 

If there was already looting and corruption by the British on a 
growing scale, there was even more deeply established rapacity 
and greed by a line of Mogul Emperors in the capital and their 
placemen in the country. The Emperor and his senior ministers 
could be wonderfully accommodating if the foreigners presented 
them with chiming clocks, China screens, pieces of ambergris, 
Persian horses or plain rupees; but if a Bengali peasant fell be¬ 
hind with his rent, his zamindari landlord was quite liable to 
stitch him up in a pair of baggy pantaloons with two or three 
half-wild cats for company. And after Aurangzeb died in 1707, 
the Empire was in such a chaos of mismanagement that the 
English and the French were presented with perfect conditions 
for their fight to take the upper hand in India. Lord Macaulay, 
who was to know Calcutta well in the nineteenth century, is not 
always to be trusted for anything except a faultless ear for 
colourful English prose, but his summary of the four decades 
after Aurangzeb also rings true. ‘A succession of nominal sov¬ 
ereigns, sunk in indolence and debauchery, sauntered away life 
in secluded palaces, chewing bang, fondling concubines, and 
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listening to buffoons. A succession of ferocious invaders 
descended through the western passes to prey on the defenceless 
wealth of Hindostan .. and every corner of the wide Empire 
learned to tremble at the mighty name of the Marathas ... 
Wherever their kettle-drums were heard, the peasant threw his bag 
of rice on his shoulder, hid his small savings in his girdle, and 
fled with his wife and children to the mountains or the jungles, 
to the milder neighbourhood of the hyena and the tiger.’ 

It was the threat of assault by these invaders that had an 
alarmed Company finding Rs 25,000 for the excavation of the 
Mahratta Ditch in Calcutta in 1742 The English town was now 
a mile long and a quarter of a mile wide, with a Black Town of 
natives, four miles in circumference beyond it There were 
400,000 people of both races living here and in outlying villages, 
and with nearly fifty vessels a year coming into the Hooghly, 
trade in Calcutta would soon be worth £i million per annum. 
It was well worth Rs 25,000 spent on extra defences So the 
Ditch tvas starred in a great arc round the Company property, 
but after three miles had been dug the threat of the Mahrattas 
receded and it was never finished. Calcutta could sit back again 
and, always keeping a weather eye cocked for the gentlemen ]ust 
upstream at Chaiidernagore, wait for the next blood-stirrmg 
thing to happen. 

It started to happen almost at once with the French and Eng¬ 
lish going to war, but that was at home, and ships moved slowly, 
and the news didn’t reach India for ages When the despatches 
arrived, the Governor of the French East India Company, Dup- 
Icix, made his first move for the mastery of Southern India, a 
thousand miles away. There followed a long, untidy, intermittent 
campaign, with the French manipulating one puppet prince, 
Chanda Sahib, and the English another, Mohammed AU. And 
Robert Clive, his book-keeping abandoned, his commission as a 
Company soldier taken up, his age not yet being twenty-six, dis¬ 
covered and established his military genius, marched on the 
village of Arcot in terrible conditions, held it under siege for 
fifty-three days in worse, effectively ended Dupleix’s career, and 
went home to England to enjoy the applause. And that, for 
the time being, was that. 
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Calcutta had watched this at a distance, sharpening mean¬ 
while its own primary instincts for trade, not war, welcoming 
the attention of the native princelings, who were increasingly 
minded to use its security as a bank. The latest batch of Com¬ 
pany recruits from England had included a Junior Writer called 
Warren Hastings, who was beginning to struggle along in the 
Writers’ Building on £5 a year Roger Drake had been made 
Governor at thirty and was otherwise engaged in the affairs of 
the Masonic Lodge. One of his Members in Council was John 
Zephaniah Holwell, magistrate and another Mason. Some dis¬ 
tance from the city, the Company outpost at Kasimbazar was 
under the management of Mr W. Watts, but he was best known 
for his recent marriage to a very remarkable lady. 

She had already been widowed twice, by Mr Templer and Mr 
Altham, and after Mr Watts had served his time she was to 
enjoy a fourth union with the Reverend William Johnson (known 
locally as the Reverend Tally-Ho), the Presidency chaplain. He 
eventually retired to England with a fortune but *Begum’ John¬ 
son was really wedded to Calcutta and stayed behind, holding 
celebrated whist parties in Clive Street, the ever engaging topic 
of conversation in the city. She died in 1812, when she was 
eighty-seven, much loved, much spoken of and always absorb¬ 
ing; having grandmothered an English Prime Minister (the 
second Lord Liverpool) and having chosen her burial place at 
the invitation of an Indian Governor-General; it was almost 
alongside Job Charnock's in St John’s churchyard and richly 
deserved by then. 

A little farther up-country, in his palace at Murshidabad, the 
Nawab of Bengal was dying. Mahabat Jang’s name meant terror 
of war, but he had been chiefly noted for a rule of some dignity 
and wisdom and for a singular aversion to the harem, having 
taken but one wife at a period when the Nawab of Oudh was 
said to accommodate 800 women in his quarters. He had no son, 
and when the throne became vacant in April 1756 it was occu¬ 
pied by his grandson Siraj-ud-Daula. He had certainly been 
spoilt as a child groomed for succession, and what followed after 
his enthronement at the age of twenty-five was doubtless an 
impulsive attempt to enrich himself quickly. He picked a quarrel 

e.-3 
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with the Company and, with the first signs of monsoon in the 
sky, he marched on Calcutta with 30,000 foot, 20,000 horse, 400 
trained elephants and 80 pieces of cannon. He also held Mr and 
Mrs Watts captive, for Kasimbazar had been taken m route 
without a fight. Ensign Elliott, in command, having shot him¬ 
self in despair. This was the first British indignity in an episode 
which, wretched and heroic in turn, has been codified for ever as 
the Black Hole incident. It is a disputed story, but let us have it 
now in the standard version received from the man who comes 
best out of it, John Zephaniah Holwell. 

Calcutta, in 1756, was a decently held place but it was not 
heavily fortified. Fort William protected a number of ware¬ 
houses on the river bank, it included a large tank of rainwater, 
it could be used as a refuge by the Europeans of the city, who 
were only a fraction of the 400,000 population. It had four bas¬ 
tions, with between eight and ten guns apiece, and curtain walls 
that were eighteen feet high but not four feet thick, and the 
whole enclosure was 210 yards by 120. Apart from this, Cal¬ 
cutta’s only defence was the unfinished Mahratta Ditch and for 
at least a couple of years there had been an anxious correspon¬ 
dence with London on this inadequate state of affairs. ‘When the 
Nawab’s intention of marching on Calcutta was known,* writes 
Captain Grant, who was the Fort’s Adjutant-General, ‘it was 
felt time to inquire into the state of defence of a garrison neg¬ 
lected for so many years, and the managers of it lulled in so 
infatuate a security that every rupee expended in military service 
was esteemed so much loss to the Company.’ The defences, such 
as they were, had about 250 men manning them, of whom only 
sixty were Europeans; the rest, mainly Indo-Portuguese, were 
commonly referred to as ‘black Christians*. And only one 
officer, Captain Buchanan, had ever seen active service. To this 
uncertain collection of soldiers was now added a swiftly drum¬ 
med up militia of perhaps 260, again mostly Armenians, Portu¬ 
guese and ‘Slaves*. 

Grant says that the military wanted the European houses close 
to the Fort demolished, to allow a better field of fire, but their 
owners refused to hear of it, ‘not knowing whether the Com¬ 
pany would reimburse them the money they cost*. Siraj-ud- 
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Daula was now, on i6 June, approaching Duxn Duni and the 
British set fire to the native bazaars in his path; when they found 
their own Indians plundering the ruins they beheaded them on 
the spot. And then, perhaps 2,500 strong, they took refuge in 
the Fort and locked the gates. They had been panic-stricken 
from the moment a threat had been rumoured but now they seem 
to have largely dissolved with fright. There was some stout 
fighting by the eastern battery and women busied themselves 
making cartridges, but by 19 June courage had oozed so fast that 
there was a rush to the boats anchored in the river. One of the 
first to take himself off was the Governor, Roger Drake, who was 
shamefacedly to explain later on that he had fallen asleep with 
exhaustion; on waking, and seeing boats preparing to sail in con¬ 
fusion, he had assumed all to be lost and so prudently but reluc¬ 
tantly joined the retreat. 

All was very nearly lost, in fact, but Holwell was still standing 
by his militia and other Europeans had not yet quit; and the first 
thing they did after the indecent rush to safety was to secure the 
river gate to stop more desertion. This could be nothing more 
than a gesture, for the houses by the ramparts were now all on 
fire. There had been twenty-one vessels in the river when the 
siege began and several of them were still in sight, drifting while 
they watched the end of Calcutta. Holwell made signals for them 
to return and pick up those who remained, but not one vessel 
stirred in their direction. The humiliated bitterness of the British 
in India at this cowardice was to last a long tune, and it is clearly 
reflected by the Calcutta raconteur Busteed, writing more than a 
century later. *Drake had the hardihood to plead, that by bribes 
and threats he had tried to induce some boats which he passed on 
his way down to go back, but the native crews were afraid. As a 
survivor bitterly retorted, if he as President had hoisted bis flag 
upon his vessel and led the way back, all would have followed 
him. But he showed no stomach for this, especially when the 
commander of his vessel did the reverse of advocating it by using, 
in Captain Grant’s hearing, the matchless argument that the 
attempt would indeed be attended witio danger!!’ Two excla¬ 
mation marks in 1882, and no wonder. 

And another exclamation mark at least implicit in what im- 
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mediately followed. For the Nawab’s men now came swarming 
into the Fort by ladders over its walls and though they promptly 
relieved the survivors of their watches, their silver buckles and 
other valuables, they didn’t kill them. ‘It is right,’ says a slightly 
surprised Busteed, ‘to remember this unexpected forbearance.’ In¬ 
stead, they lodged their captives in the Fort’s punishment cell on 
the Eastern wall, at ground level, with an open verandah between 
it and the parade ground. It had a small barred window and it 
had always been known as the Black Hole by soldiers. Holwell 
reckoned it was an 18 ft cube; at any rate, it was an impossible 
place to put 146 people on 20 June. The monsoon, late that year, 
didn’t start to fall until 21 June; the historic captivity was thus 
spent on what would be the hottest and sultriest night of 1756. 
There is no reason to suppose that what happened was due to 
anything more than thoughtless stupidity by Siraj-ud-Daula; it 
was, after all, a brutal age all round; the same week had seen these 
captives decapitating their own servants. 

What happened was ghastly and noble, according to Holwell. 
With bodies pressed unbearably close, people soon began to die, 
and two of the first to go were the Reverend Mr Bellamy and his 
son, the Lieutenant, hand in hand in a corner. With the floor 
soon strewn with corpses ‘my poor friend Mr Edward Eyre 
(Member of the Council) came staggering over the dead to me 
and, with his usual coolness and good nature, asked me how 1 
did; but fell and expired before I had time to make him a reply*. 
Holwell did enough to live by sticking near the window whenever 
he was able and by sucking his shirt sleeve to relieve his thirst. 
When six o’clock in the morning came and the door of the Black 
Hole was opened, twenty-three people were still alive and one of 
them was Mrs Carey. Most of them were told to be out of town 
by sunset on pain of having noses and ears cut off if they stayed; 
and drums beat a message to all who could hear, that Calcutta 
should henceforth be known as Allinagore. Holwell and three 
others were held for over a fortnight in case they could lead the 
way to treasure. The survivors took off to the ships and were 
received with much care and attention by the Dutch settlers up 
at Chinsurah. And Holwell lived to be eighty-seven in England, 
where they called him Governor by courtesy (though he had 
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briefly been a deputy Governor), having first put up in Calcutta 
a monument, at his own expense, to those who were in the Black 
Hole with him. 

This story is still circulated with his details in English history 
books, though there is reason to believe that some of it is fabrica¬ 
tion ; that, at the most, sixty-four people went into the Black Hole 
with no Mrs Carey among them, and that twenty-one survived. 
Not that the legend is likely to be disturbed in Europe by reduced 
figures Holwell's monument having collapsed with neglect, Lord 
Curzon had another one built when he was Viceroy in the twen¬ 
tieth century. But today there is merely a tablet in an arch next 
to the General Post Office, which the visitor has difficulty in 
locating; it is surrounded by crowds of pavement tradesmen m 
lottery tickets, suspenders, sunglasses and ballpoint pens; and 
they grin and chant ‘Black Hole of Calcutta’ in the most mock¬ 
ing fashion. 

Six months later Robert Clive, now returned from the accla¬ 
mations of England, led a punitive expedition from Madras He 
recaptured Calcutta without difficulty In one sortie at night and 
then went on, for he was conscious of a larger strategy, to take 
Chandernagore from the French. Siraj-ud-Daula now found 
himself enmeshed in intrigue, the British openly wringing con¬ 
cessions and compensations from him while covertly negotiating 
to replace him with his uncle, Mir Jafar. The cards were at least 
cleanly laid down on 23 June, 1757 at Plassey, twenty miles from 
Murshidabad. The monsoon damped down the Nawab’s ammu¬ 
nition, Clive’s soldiers did the rest, and Siraj-ud-Daula was led 
off to the provincial capital and assassination; after a seemly 
interval Clive followed and made a state entry into Murshidabad. 

He now began to exact much more than retribution for the 
sack of Calcutta the year before. Within a month, a hundred 
boats were sent downstream to the British city, laden with 
7,500,000 silver rupees; six weeks later another four million 
rupees went coasting into the Calcutta treasury, to be received 
with flags flying and bands blaring. This was the compensation 
money. Clive was no longer content with that. On behalf of the 
Company he annexed nearly nine hundred square miles of land 
south of Calcutta, known as the 24 Parganas; the Company now 
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became the zamindars, the landlords, of this area but Clive had 
been kingpin in the operation and he proceeded to take the king’s 
share of the rents. It was to yield him £30,000 a year till the day 
he died and a grudging Company had no option but to wait bale- 
fully for his funeral and a reversion of the annual windfall to 
Leadenhall Street. On top of this, Clive extracted a spot payment 
of £234,000 compensation for all the trouble he’d been put to in 
Bengal. Then he wrote to his old father in Shropshire, telling him 
to repair the family home and make ready a seat in Parliament. 

At Plassey, some historians suggest, Qive had laid the founda¬ 
tion stone of the British Empire in India. It is an arguable point. 
What he certainly did was to start something inseparable from 
Empire and more sinister in itself. As Percival Spear says, ‘the 
financial bleeding of Bengal had begun’. The British had so far 
secured their position with varieties of trade, quiet and violent, 
fair and extortionate. Now they began to rob the bank. When 
Mir Kasim superseded Mir Jafar as Nawab in 1760, he was 
obliged to hand over £200,000 to the Council in Calcutta, When 
Mir Kasim was replaced three years later and a more obedient 
Mir Jafar was reincarnated, ‘presents’ were made in the following 
order; £530,000 to the Council, £300,000 to the Company and 
£250,000 to the military. And beneath these swelling patrons of 
Bengal, the smaller leeches began to hang on. The incoming 
independent merchants of Calcutta were now allowed to conduct 
their private trade duty-free and so undercut their Bengali com¬ 
petitors. With the military holding the whole countryside in 
submission and the Nawab merely an administrative puppet by 
kind permission of Qive’s troops, they could employ armed 
gangs to browbeat villagers and Nawabi officials alike into almost 
any terms they chose. 

It was the freest trade imaginable if you happened to be bom 
on the right side of the counter and it both ruined Bengal and 
took the Company to the brink of bankruptcy. It became scanda¬ 
lous enough for a Burke to denounce it far away in a House of 
Commons. Here were not tradesmen, here were conquistadores\ 
‘animated with all the avarice of age and all the impetuosity of 
youth, they roll in one after another; wave after wave; and there 
is nothing before the eye of the native but an endless hopeless 



IMPERIAL CITY 


47 


prospect of new flights of birds of prey and passage, with appe¬ 
tites continually renewing for a food that is continually wasting’. 
It became alarming enough, in certain quarters and in certain re¬ 
spects, for the Company to send Clive back to Calcutta as 
Governor in 1765, after five years at home spent acquiring the 
Barony of Plassey among other things. On the Company’s behalf 
this time, Clive accepted from the Emperor in Delhi the appoint¬ 
ment of revenue minister for Bengal, Bihar and Orissa; an ar¬ 
rangement of mutual interest, for it ensured regular payments to 
both Delhi and Leadenhall Street which had been vanishing of 
late' Clive also began to impose strict instructions on Company 
servants. The size of ‘presents’ was now to be severely limited and 
private trade on the side was now out of the question. People 
henceforth must toe the Company line or be shipped back home. 
For a moment or two, Clive established order if not iustice. Then 
he sailed for England for the last time, after a couple of years’ 
hectic work. He left behind him what had been an almost totally 
repugnant age, for which he was partly responsible. It is with 
relief that one can now see Warren Hastings resolutely moving 
into the wreckage of it. 

Descendant of a Norman invader, son of a Balliol vicar, 
nephew of a Customs man who got him into Westminster School, 
and ward of a Company Director who put him up for India, 
Hastings had been hunched over his Writer’s ledgers in Calcutta 
till 1752. He had then been posted as Mr Watts’ assistant in the 
factory at Kasimbazar. Siraj-ud-Daula’s men had caught him on 
the march to the Black Hole, and Hastings had been imprisoned 
in Murshidabad until a local Dutchman bailed him out. Hastings 
was back in Ka.simbazar when Holwell and his three companions 
arrived in chains from Calcutta and he fled to the Dutch at Chin- 
surah. Here he found a wife who already had two daughters, for 
her husband had just been trampled to death in the Black Hole. 
This second marriage of hers was also to be sliced by tragedy and 
in It we begin to detect the streak of melancholy that is never far 
away from Warren Hastings afterwards They have a son in 1757 
and a daughter the next year, but she dies. Mrs Hastings herself 
dies in 1759 and within five years diphtheria has taken the son as 
well. Somehow Hastings survives it all. He marches as a 
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volunteer in the army to recapture Calcutta. He returns to Kasim- 
bazar and is happily in charge, making money on the side like 
everyone else, selling imported coffee on commission and dealing 
in salt. In 1761 he is brought to Calcutta as the Governor’s assist¬ 
ant, with a seat fn Council, and George Vansittart is helping him 
to a government contract for the supply of transport bullocks. 
When he leaves for England in 1764, he has £30,000 invested in 
India. When, four years later, he sails for Madras to be second to 
the Governor there, he leaves a standing order with Messrs War¬ 
ren of Cecil Street to be sent three chests of claret and one of hock 
each year. 

And now, in 1772, at the age of thirty-nine, he returns to 
Bengal as Governor. He has not been entirely free from the spirit 
of the times so far and he will not be able to change that spirit 
very much during the thirteen years of his rule in Calcutta. He 
can be seen, indeed, as a man who continues to make privately 
the most of his public opportunities. In his first year as Governor 
he ships fifty chests of opium on his own account. He has Spanish 
dollars invested in the China market. In 1776 he clears £25,000 
in England from the sale of diamonds. He can be caught accept¬ 
ing a suspicious £15,000 from one of Mir Jafar’s wives, the 
Munny Begum, who was an ex-dancing girl from Agra sophisti¬ 
cated enough to smoke the hookah and to talk non-stop to visit¬ 
ing Englishmen from behind her scarlet purdah. 

Nevertheless, a new morality begins to creep into Bengal with 
the accession of Warren Hastings. It is not merely that he is 
generous as well as acquisitive, though he paid a pension to Mrs 
Hastings’ Goanese maid until she died .long after leaving the 
family service, and he slipped the Reverend Tally-Ho Johnson 
£100 when marriage to the redoubtable ‘Begum’ loomed, and 
when he heard that his tmcle’s illegitimate daughter was to marry 
he sent £600 and enough to set her up with a nursery school in 
Chelsea; such liberality was not uncommon among gentlemen of 
means. The morality of Hastings is more subtle and complex 
than that. He says, ‘as to my friends, I shall be glad to serve 
them, but as to my friends’ friends I neither can nor will serve 
them’. And he seems to prove it. He only once wilfully abused his 
power, and even at this lowest point, when he brought the forger 



IMPERIAL CITY 49 

Nuncomar to trial and death, the most obvious thing about him 
was that he had been goaded beyond reason. 

Hastings returned to Bengal two years after a famine there had 
wiped out maybe a third of the inhabitants. Calcutta had only 
just been described as a straggling village of mud-houses, with 
the whole ground south of Chandpal Ghat thickly covered with 
jungle. The ramparts of the old Fort William were crumbling, 
with huge gaps in them like the one left when Siraj-ud-Daula 
blew up St Anne’s. But there was still some life in the old fort, 
such as the circulating library and a so-called chapel next to the 
ruined Black Hole, available for worship on Sundays, used for 
the sorting of piece-goods on weekdays. Christians otherwise took 
themselves to premises next door to Selby’s gambling club, where 
the red mission church of the Danish preacher Kiemander stood; 
having lately lost his wife, he now drove around Calcutta in a 
four-in-hand and gave banquets and ogled two distinctly fat and 
reputedly rich ladies in his congregation. 

His was not by any means the highest living in the place. It 
would scarcely match the scale of the local Commander-in-Chief, 
Sir Robert Baker, who ran a private trade in saltpetre and opium. 
Or of Richard Barwell, that stereotype of a rising breed of men, 
the British Nabobs. The son of an ex-Govcmor who was now a 
Director of the Company in London, his reputation in Calcutta 
ran in several directions at once. He was the outstanding flicker 
of bread pellets across the dinner tables of the community, able to 
snuff out a candle at four yards, when pellet-flicking was an 
esteemed amusement; it went on for years until someone flicked 
someone else once too often, was flattened with a side of mutton, 
challenged to a duel and all but killed. Barwell was also known as 
a man who would gamble on anything and though he seems 
more often than not to have lost heavily, he eventually went home 
with enou^ money to buy an estate at Stanstead in Sussex and 
a Parliamentary seat at St Ives. His ambition in chief had been to 
get rich quickly and he could hardly go wrong, gambling debts 
notwithstanding, with a father in Leadenhall Street and a sister 
Mary also in London to watch stock prices and elections and to 
inform him where to lay his commercial and social bets in Cal¬ 
cutta. He bad a liking for Locke and Dryden. But mostly he 
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enjoyed the company of others, whether this meant flicking bread 
pellets with them, playing cards with them or dancing with 
them. 

Calcutta, when it had a mind to, could mount an exquisite ball. 
It could revolve for a night round the delightful Miss Sanderson, 
who so captivated young men that sixteen once turned up simul¬ 
taneously wearing a livery modelled on her pea-green French 
frock with pink silk trimmings. At some cost in that dreadful 
climate, no doubt, as a reporter of the period tries to convey. 
‘Imagine to yourself the lovely object of your affections ready to 
expire with heat, every limb trembling and every feature distorted 
with fatigue, with a muslin handkerchief in each hand, employed 
in the delightful office of wiping down her face while the big 
drops stand impearled upon her forehead.’ In the end, Miss 
Sanderson married Richard Harwell. 

This does not sound like life in a straggling village of mud- 
houses and it was that no longer, for Calcutta was expanding 
again. In place of the old Fort William, Clive’s new one was 
finished; and, bearing in mind the old garrison’s handicap with 
almost no field of fire, a vast area alongside had been ordered 
empty of everything but trees and a parade ground, or maidan. 
Business in real estate and mortgages was brisk and mansions 
were going up. Hastings built one himself in the rising suburb of 
Alipore, obtaining tons of marble from Benares for the staircase. 
He began to see Calcutta as the first city of Asia and not merely 
in size or wealth. He was more ambitious than that. 

Unlike many of the British settlers in Bengal, he had on his 
first visit struggled with the language. By now he could speak 
Bengali and Urdu well and he had a grasp of Persian, which was 
the tongue of the Muslim court. He decided to create an elite of 
British officials, speaking the local languages and mindful of the 
local traditions, who would work more effectively within a 
hierarchy that was still curiously balanced between the Emperor’s 
court in Delhi and the Company’s offices in London. The object 
for Hastings, was not British Empire but a pervading British 
influence in India, and it was not to be a mindless one. So he 
drafted the plan to establish a Persian chair at Oxford and he 
drew up a scale of financial inducements to the study of Bengali 
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in Calcutta. Under his influence a new manner of men began to 
appear. 

One of them was Charles Wilkins, who within a year or two 
had completed a set of Bengali type-faces and started the first 
vernacular printing press in India. Another was Nathaniel Hal- 
hed, who composed a Bengali grammar. Jonathan Duncan be¬ 
came a Persian scholar and Henry Colebrooke became an expert 
in Sanskrit. William Jones, presiding over the Asiatic Society 
which Hastings founded in 1784, was to leave the most startling 
mark of all by arguing a common source for Indo-European 
languages. These men were the Orientalists, the first serious 
British students of Indian culture, whose conclusions were to be 
most strenuously disputed half a century later by Lord Mac¬ 
aulay They evoked a golden age in India’s cultural past and 
they shared their discoveries with the native intelligentsia of 
Bengal. Racial privilege was anathema to 'them. They were 
rationalists, classicists and cosmop>olitans for the most part 
and, put simply, they believed that both races in India had 
much to give to each other. They were, patently, an elite and 
in the Calcutta society of their day they must have seemed a very 
rarified group indeed. 

Parliament, meanwhile, had stepped into the East India Com¬ 
pany’s affairs. The 1770 famine had not only killed off people; it 
had demolished much of the revenue, which was how they tended 
to sec Indian famines in Leadenhall Street. By 1772 the Com¬ 
pany was in such straits that it went to the Bank of England for 
a loan, which was turned down. So it asked the Government for 
£i million, and the money was advanced at the cost of a Regu¬ 
lating Act the following year. From now on, the Company’s 
dividend was limited to six per cent until the loan was repaid, 
and surplus receipts went to the Exchequer, with all accounts 
and correspondence submitted to Parliament. A Supreme Court 
was created for Bengal. Above all, a royal Governor-General was 
to sit in Calcutta from now on, with obscure but tacit authority 
over Madras and Bombay, and the first one was to be Warren 
Hastings at a salary of £25,000 a year. If Robert Clive had indeed 
laid the foundation stone of British India at Plassey, Lord 
North had just raised the scaffolding in London. 
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Hastings was to rule with a Council of four Members (at 
£10,000 apiece), each with a vote equal to his own, and this was 
to bedevil all he tried to do until a Member died and tipped the 
balance. One of the new Members was already in Calcutta, 
locally born and bred, and he was Richard Barwcll. Two others. 
General Clavering and Colonel Monson, were powerfully con¬ 
nected at home; Clavering, indeed, was not only to be second to 
the Governor-General and Commander-in-Chief, but he was 
George Ill’s private choice to succeed Hastings as soon as pos¬ 
sible; and Monson’s wife, the Lady Anne, was the great-grand¬ 
daughter of Charles II. Then there was Philip Francis. He was 
the son of a chaplain to the Fox family and he had been a War 
Office clerk. He was also almost certainly (though it was never 
proved) the Junius whose scurrilous attacks on public figures 
made vivid reading in the Publick Advertiser at the time. He 
was engaging, he had soft hands, women liked him, and he was 
to leave his wife and children behind in England because he 
thought, among other things, that Betsy was not intellectually 
up to the company he was now about to keep. When the Indian 
appointment came up he had been unemployed for a year, some 
piece of patronage having broken down, so he set off for Shrop¬ 
shire and within a couple of months had the Clive family utterly 
charmed. And his future was secured. Doubtless he had told 
them, as he was to tell others later, that he thought the Govern¬ 
ment of Bengal *the first situation in the world attainable by a 
subject’. 

In April 1774 this bundle of rulers sailed in the East Indiaman 
Ashhumhamt in consort with another Vessel, the Anson, That 
contained the new judges, led by Chief Justice-elect Sir Elijah 
Impey. He had been .at Westminster with Hastings, in company 
with William Cowper, Edward Gibbon and a brace of future 
Prime Ministers (Shelburne and Portland). He was to stay 
healthy in the taxing climate of Bengal by making sure that his 
court always rose for the day at one o’clock and by taking regu¬ 
lar holidays by the sea, either at Chittagong or at nearby Beer- 
cool, where the beach was ’totally free from sharks and other 
noxious animals accept crabs’. He was also to complain bitterly 
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before long that he had not been able to lay up more than 
£3,000 a year since coming to Calcutta. 

On 19 October the new men disembarked at Chandpal Ghat 
at noon exactly, which Francis thought ‘a comfortable season 
for establishing the etiquette of precedency’. This was scarcely 
done to the satisfaction of General Clavering, for one. A royal 
salute of twenty-one guns from Fort William had confidently 
been expected but a mere seventeen salvoes were ordered instead. 
Worse, there were no guards, no person to receive the gentlemen 
or to show the way, no state. Just awful heat and confusion, not 
an attempt at regularity, and a Governor-General who only put 
down his work when his colleagues and judges were on the door¬ 
step of his house. ‘But surely,’ remarked a member of the en¬ 
tourage, ‘Mr Hastings might have put on a ruffled shirt.’ It was 
a bad start to a relationship already undermined by six months 
of plotting on the voyage from England. It was never to im¬ 
prove. Francis was soon to be dispatching his slanders to Lord 
North or Baron Clive in England. One letter concedes that Mr 
Hastings has some little talents of the third or fourth order, the 
next claims that Mr Hastings has wholly and solely sold and 
ruined Bengal. He kept this up right to the end, which was not 
until 1818 in England, where both Hastings and Francis died 
within a few weeks of each other. It was Francis who lobbied 
Burke for the impeachment at Westminster. It was now Francis 
who stimulated his colleagues in Calcutta to be rid of the 
Governor-General. They were willing accomplices, for the most 
pari; Moiison until he died within two years of arrival, Clavering 
until he followed soon after, having left strict instructions that 
Mr Hastings was not to be informed till he was buried. Only 
Barwell seems to have been rather more concerned with his 
pellet-ilicking and his gambling; he had a duel with Clavering 
one day at Budge Budge, in which both missed with pistols and 
civilly apologized. 

The Three, then, attacked Hastings over his organization of 
the revenue and they attacked him over his conduct of a war 
against the Rohillas beyond Oudh. They snubbed him at his 
tenderest point, and she was Mrs Imhoff. The two had met on an 
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East Indiaman bound for Madras, Hastings with his Member’s 
commission to Fort St George, Marian with her child and her 
husband the Baron, an impoverished miniaturist seeking a cadet¬ 
ship in the Madras army. Eventually the Baron returned to 
England, the child sometime after, and much later there was a 
divorce. The Reverend Tally-Ho Johnson then married Hastings 
and Marian in St John’s, Elijah Impey giving her away, and it 
was a love match that lasted deeply and passionately until 
Hastings died. But for the moment it was another small and 
mean weapon in the hands of Francis, Clavering and Monson. 
They finally nailed their quarry at his weakest point, though 
the wound did not bleed him till the impeachment at West¬ 
minster. This was the trial and execution of Nimcomar. 

Nuncomar, seventy years old at his trial, had held many posts 
under a succession of native governments in Bengal; when Siraj- 
ud-Daula was Nawab he was Governor of Hooghly. He had 
become a wealthy Rajah and he was an unprincipled old rogue 
whose path had crossed that of Hastings during the latter’s first 
period in Bengal. Hastings disliked him intensely with that 
coldest arrogance which he seemed to reserve for Indians he 
judged shifty and underhand, though no Englishman had yet 
shown greater warmth to Indians in general or to individuals 
who passed muster with him. The dislike was mutual. No sooner 
had Nuncomar scented where the wind lay with the new Council 
of Bengal than he was cultivating its acquaintance in the most 
pointed fashion. Finally, he gave Francis a document purporting 
to prove that Hastings had been taking bribes and worse It was 
like manna from above to the Three and they canvassed their 
new ally in return, attending his levees, receiving hospitality at 
his house. Only the door of the Hastings residence remained 
firmly shut on all these comers. And then, quite suddenly, the 
city was agape with the drama of events. The news spread that 
Nuncomar had been thrown into gaol, charged with forging a 
bond six years before. And forgery, as the British of Calcutta 
patronizingly knew, could be regarded as little more than a 
peccadillo among Indians. 

The trial was conducted with speed, in eight days flat, and in 
spite of Sir Elijah’s preference for short sittings the judges 
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heard argument from eight in the morning till late each night, 
retiring twice a day to change their linen. Nuncomar fared well 
in his prison, eating sweetmeats for the most part, and receiving 
messages of condolence from Lady Anne Monson and from the 
gentlewomen of General Clavering’s house; Clavering’s aide-de- 
camp also paid him a call. In court the sittings were not only 
extended beyond the norm, but ran through a Sunday as well and 
at the end Sir Elijah made a summing up that was to cost him 
impeachment, too, thirteen years later. The entirely European 
jury found Nuncomar guilty, he was refused leave to appeal, 
and he was sentenced to death as a felon. A number of petitions 
on his behalf were either ignored or were stillborn, including one 
that Francis proposed from the Three but which Clavering and 
Monson declined to sign. Nuncomar hanged within seven weeks 
and he died with much dignity. And for every man in Calcutta 
who thought that he had got what he deserved, there were two 
convinced that he was the victim of judicial murder. After the 
two impeachments, posterity became as much inclined to take 
the first view as the second. At this distance the biggest pity of 
it seems to be that Hastings, of all people, should be tainted by 
it. 

But tainted he was, and goaded he still was, and he was to 
remain so long after he and Francis had fought their duel. By 
the time enmity had reached that stage both Monson and 
Clavering were in their graves but Francis was still single- 
minded in his pursuit of prey and prize. The calumnies con¬ 
tinued on their way to London; the Governor-General was now 
glorying in General Burgoyne’s surrender in America, he was 
preparing a retreat in Switzerland, he was totally incompetent 
in directing a war against the Mahrattas near the Malabar 
coast. In the end Hastings turned on his tormentor, determined 
to destroy him morally by exposing his dishonour if possible, 
willing to obliterate him physically if that failed. Characteristic¬ 
ally, he laid his plans with care. He sat down and wrote a minute 
he proposed to put before a Council which was now less weighted 
against him, though with Barwell soon to leave India anything 
might shortly happen; indeed, at any time a ship might sail in from 
London bearing both the warrant that was to depose him and 
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the new favourite who was to succeed. It was a long and pro¬ 
vocative document but the essence of it went as follows: ‘My 
authority for the opinions I have declared concerning Mr Fran¬ 
cis depends on facts which have passed within my own know¬ 
ledge. I judge of his public conduct by my experience of his 
private, which I have found to be void of truth and honour. 
This is a severe charge, but temperately and deliberately made, 
from the firm persuasion that I owe this justice to the public 
and myself as the only redress to both, for artifices of which I 
have been a victim, and which threaten to involve their interests 
with disgrace and ruin. The only redress for a fraud for which 
the law has made no provision is the exposure of it.’ Then he 
packed Marian Hastings out of town, to stay with the Dutch 
Governor at Chinsurah. And he waited six weeks until Philip 
Francis had got over a bad bout of fever. On 14 August 1780, 
he had a copy of the minute sent round to Francis’s house, with 
a note to say that the original would be on the Council’s table 
the next day. 

They met at six in the morning on the road to Alipore, by a 
double row of trees that had once been a walk of Belvedere 
Garden. Colonel Watson, the Chief Engineer at Fort William, 
was already there with Francis when Hastings arrived with 
Colonel Pearse, the Commandant of Artillery (the one with a 
Begum wife and a half-caste son at Harrow). Colonel Pearse 
thought the place very improper for the business, so near to the 
road and the hour close to riding time when horsemen and 
women might soon be passing by. So they walked some distance 

ft 

towards Mr Barwcll’s house, and found a retired and dry spot. 
Colonel Pearse discovered that both gentlemen seemed un¬ 
acquainted with the procedure on these occasions (as they were; 
Francis had never fired a pistol in his life and Hastings only 
once or twice) and took the liberty to tell them that if they would 
decide on their distance, he and Colonel Watson would measure 
it out. Watson suggested fourteen paces, which Hastings thought 
rather a lot, but didn’t object, so it was done. The gentlemen 
next had to be told where to stand and when to fire. Then 
Francis had some trouble with his priming, coming thrice to the 
present and down again, until it was discovered that his powder 
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was damp. Neither he nor Hastings had brought enough for 
more than one shot, but provident Colonel Pearse had a spare 
cartridge and supplied his man’s adversary with dry powder 
from that. And at last they were, after a fashion, ready to kill 
each other. 

They presented together and Francis fired first but missed. 
Colonel Pearse said afterwards that it would have been possible 
to count three before Hastings pulled his trigger. He fired, 
Francis sat down with a bump and a cry that he was a dead 
man. Hastings shouted Xjood God, I hope not’ and ran up to 
him. Francis, in faa, had the ball in his side and was bleeding 
heavily. Pearse and Hastings wrapped a sheet round the wound 
while Watson dashed for a palanquin from Belvedere, to carry 
him into town. That evening Hastings sent a message to Francis, 
asking him if he might call on the convalescent. Two days later, 
Francis declined ^as civilly as possible’ through Colonel Watson, 
while Hastings was writing to a friend that he hoped ‘Mr Fran¬ 
cis does not think of assuming any merit from this silly affair’. 
Both had behaved like English gentlemen of the period for half 
an hour or so, while conducting a deadly business which de¬ 
ceptively reads like a piece of comic opera. But within a month 
Francis was back in Council and the deep hostility between the 
two continued. 

Even if Job Chamock had duelled with Captain Hamilton, it 
is doubtful whether we should have known so completely what 
went on. But from the time of Warren Hastings onwards we 
begin to form detailed pictures of Calcutta. The age of Char- 
nock and his immediate successors is a period of small and in¬ 
distinct cameos because men were then too busy hacking at the 
jungle for existence and profit to sit down and describe for 
posterity the minutiae of their lives, which in any case were 
probably emptier than we care to think. So we get the bare 
bones of history and little else. Even at the time of the Black 
Hole there is not much reporting of social trivia from Bengal; 
the chronicles, such as they are, are all of trade and campaigns 
and crucial events. But from the last quarter of the eighteenth 
century we find ourselves deeper and deeper in a mass of social 
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literature which becomes more and more comprehensive as the 
eighteenth century slides into the nineteenth. 

It is partly because newspapers begin to appear with the first 
number of the Bengal Gaz^te in 1780. It is partly because ladies 
have started to arrive with much time on their hands and large 
diaries to fill; parting gifts from England, no doubt. First it is 
Mrs Kindersley, then it is Mrs Fay, later it will be Emma Roberts 
and later still the Hon. Emily Eden. But it is also because there 
are now men in Calcutta who can apply a pen to words as well 
as to coliunns of figures, who can absorb what is happening 
around them while waiting for the fortune to grow; who can 
occasionally perform both feats as well as some professional 
task and remain remarkably indifferent to the possibility of a 
fortune. It is the age of, among others less vivid, William Hickey 
- attorney, dapper man about town, occasional painter and 
diarist extraordinary - who can both introduce the New Cutch 
Club to a new drink (burnt champagne) and maliciously but 
indelibly say all that needs to be said about an Army chaplain, 
Mr Blunt, in one sentence. *This incomprehensible young man 
got abominably drunk, and in that disgraceful condition ex¬ 
posed himself to both soldiers and sailors, running out stark 
naked into the midst of them, talking all sorts of bawdy and 
ribaldry, and singing scraps of the most blackguard and in¬ 
decent songs, so as to render himself a common laughing stock.* 
Perhaps poor incomprehensible Mr Blunt had just been cele¬ 
brating the recent rise in the salary of Bengal clergy, from 
Rs 800 to Rs 1200 (when 10 rupees were worth one sovereign). 
Or maybe he had landed some other windfall, for parsons 
dabbled in trade like everyone else. Offitially they had leave to 
send up to £1,000 a year to England through the Company's 
bills, but some did very much better than that. Mr Parry had 
a two thirds share in a salt, betel and tobacco cartel which 
yielded him a profit of £2,800 in the first year of trading and 
over £2,200 in the next. 

We must beware of an error that too frequently overtakes us 
when we consider Victorian England, of assuming that every¬ 
one is living at the same prcsentably high standard as the popu¬ 
lar stereotype; there would be comparatively poor Europeans 
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here, too, sweating it out in barracks and ship as well as in the 
Writers Building. We hear nothing of them. We hear only of 
households like that of Mrs Fay, barrister’s wife and dress¬ 
maker, who first came to Calcutta in 1780 and returned three 
times to die there in 1815. One of her early letters home describes 
their eating habits. ‘We dine at 2 o’clock m the very heat of the 
day. I will give you our bill of fare and the general price of 
things. A soup, a roast fowl, curry and rice, a mutton pie, a 
forequarter of lamb, a rice pudding, tarts, very good cheese, 
fresh churned butter, excellent Madeira (that is very expensive 
but eatables are very cheap). A whole sheep cost but Rs 2, a lamb 
R I, six good fowls or ducks ditto, 12 pounds of bread ditto, 2 
pounds butter ditto, good cheese two months old sold at the 
enormous price of Rs 2 or 3 per pound, but now you may buy it 
for R li. English claret sells at this time for Rs 60 a dozen.* She 
might have added that you could also obtain best Durham mus¬ 
tard (Rs 2 per lb), pickled oysters (Rs 8 a bottle) or marmalade 
(Rs 12 per jar) through H. Davies of Tank Square. And by the 
time Mrs Fay died, soda water was coming in from Messrs 
Schweppes. 

These were trenchermen, and every June the newspapers had 
to warn them against overeating in the desperate weather ahead, 
if they didn’t want to follow the surgeon of an Indiaman who 
had dropped dead after consuming a hearty meal of beef with the 
thermometer at 98 degrees. They were also powerful drinkers. 
A man would easily tipple three bottles of loll shrub (claret) or 
two of white wine at dinner and even ladies put back a bottle a 
day (‘fashionably or medicinally’ as Mrs Fay delicately has it). 
They did their best to keep the climate at bay. Every family had 
its ab-dar, the servant whose duty was to stay up all night, con¬ 
stantly moving an earthenware jar of water in a larger receptacle 
containing saltpetre and water, which produced something nearly 
as cold as ice by morning; the real thing did not arrive until the 
enterprising Frederic Tudor cut enormous blocks off frozen 
Wenham Lake in Massachusetts and in 1933 sailed them to 
Calcutta for storage in the domed Ice House on Bankshall Street. 
They also had the punkah, usually at mealtimes only, which had 
probably been introduced by the Portuguese. But the climate 
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generally won in the end, one way or another, if people stayed 
too long. It often enough took them in a roundabout way when 
they had barely settled down, as it did Rose Aylmer, who died 
at the age of twenty after ‘a most severe bowel complaint brought 
on entirely by indulging too much with that mischievous and 
dangerous fruit, the pineapple’, A memorable death, nonetheless, 
for it inspired one of Charles Lamb’s favourite poems, written by 
Walter Savage Landor, who had fallen in love with young Rose 
during an intoxicating hour in the Swansea Circulating Library 
before her parents took her East. 

The climate made them go carefully with their office hours; 
from nine to noon in the hot season and again from seven to 
nine, from ten till two and from seven to nine in the rest of the 
year. They would have gone riding or walking before they 
started work, of course, and until 1818 all the horse races in Cal¬ 
cutta were run before sunrise. When evening came they could 
pretty well take their pick of amusement. A drive usually came 
first, in a variety of carriages, along the Course, which ran south 
from the Esplanade by the Maidan. Once a week there would be 
a public evening mounted by three or four of the most prominent 
ladies of the city, a conversation party which started at ten 
o’clock or even later and offered a couple of hours’ babble with 
cold supper before going home. There would be subscription 
assembly balls at the London Tavern in Vansittart Row, and it 
was said that many Englishwomen died of consumption brought 
on by the excessive strain of dancing through the night. There 
were endless card tables, offering ombre or quadrille but mostly 
whist; Lady Anne Monson was a very superior whist player. 
There was magnificent and desperate gambling, with Philip 
Francis calculating that on one blessed day in the year of our 
Lord he had cleaned up £20,000 at whist. There was boating on 
the Hooghly in the cool evening breeze, when parties would take 
to a budgerow or a mourpunkhy, a snake boat which was eight 
feet wide and sometimes one hundred feet long, paddled by thirty 
or forty men; but the most dazzling craft of all was William 
Hickey’s 48-footer, manned by a crew of fourteen rigged m white 
linen jackets and trousers with red and green turbans and cum¬ 
merbunds. 
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The cultivated, who were trying to keep up with their Sterne 
and their Richardson, could also enjoy their theatre. The city’s 
first one had been demolished when Calcutta was sacked by 
Siraj-ud-Daula, but a replacement had been built in 1772 and 
the New Playhouse followed three years later. David Garrick had 
a hand in promoting the first and supervised the despatch of 
scenery for the second, and the grateful local patrons sent him 
two pipes of Madeira for his kind interest. Then they watched 
The Critic or Venice Preserved or Shakespeare from a seat in 
the pit at Rs 12 or a bench in the gallery at Rs 6; or they went 
along to see what Mrs Bristow, that enthusiastic amateur, was 
offering in the private theatre at her house on Chownnghee; and 
Mr Playdcll’s fine voice was much in demand for his tonic ren¬ 
dering of Let me approach my sleeping love. Calcutta left it to 
the Russian adventurer Herassim Lebedeff, though, to produce 
the first Bengali plays at Lebedeff’s Theatre in 1795. 

This was, overwhelmingly, a masculine society. There were 
more women in Calcutta than in any other British settlement, to 
be sure, and many a girl came in high hope of a husband; if she 
got someone in the growing civil service, after all, it meant an 
assured income of £300 and a pension when he died; and she 
wouldn’t need to wet nurse any babies, for the climate was an 
excellent excuse to farm an infant to an ayah. So the young 
spinsters arrived and Sunday morning on the church steps be¬ 
came a great time and place for casting an eye over the latest 
boatload of beauties. And before long they were making their 
first tentative acquaintance with the hookah, inviting a gentleman 
of their choice to share the mouthpiece for a refreshing puff, 
whereupon the man knew that he was at least in with a chance. 
Or they might dabble with a pinch of his prime Macouba, for 
Calcutta was a great place for taking snuff. They would patron¬ 
ize the two Frenchmen who settled into the community as 
fashionable hairdressers, M. Malvaist charging two gold mohurs 
a month for attending to ladies, M, Siret charging Rs 8 for cut¬ 
ting ladies’ hair and Rs 4 for dressing it, with half prices for 
gents. For the gents of Calcutta were increasingly mindful of a 
certain pace that was set in London society. Mr Hastings might 
have preferred a plain brown coat but the general taste in such 
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matters ran to waistcoats of gold brocade or blue satin, sprigged 
and flowered at Rs 200-300 each. Calcutta, in fact, began to 
outstrip London in its fancies after a while; by the time William 
Hickey got home he was given to understand that the wardrobe 
he had built up in India was, by the most tailored canons of 
St James's, just a little too loud. 

It was a society which thrived on scandals and gossip of scan¬ 
dals. Much of the gossip was circulated, for the two indiscreet 
years of its life, in the Bengal Gazette. Everyone knew that the 
latest fragment purveyed about Marian Alipore referred to the 
Governor-General’s lady, and that greedy old Poolbundy was 
none other than the Chief Justice, so-called because Sir Elijah 
had helped his cousin to a contract (or pulbundi) for the up¬ 
keep of bridges and embankments at Burdwan. Eventually the 
Gazetted freebooting proprietor, Augustus Hicky, went too far 
and Hastings had him up for libel. There had been plenty of 
scandals for Hicky to choose from. Hastings and Mrs Imhofl 
was juicy enough, but nothmg was better than Philip Francis 
and Madame Grand. 

She was Mile Catherine Verlee, to start with, daughter of a 
French official at Chandernagore. When she was not yet fifteen 
she married George Grand, a member of the Company’s civil 
service who had sailed to India in the same ship as William 
Makepeace Thackeray’s grandfather. Twelve months later. 
Grand being out at dinner with Richard Barwell, (‘the happiest, 
as I thought myself, of men’) Philip Francis scaled the walls 
and took himself to the young Madame behind a locked bedroom 
door. A dutiful ayah raised the household. By the time Grand 
got home Francis had disappeared, but a iemadar was holding 
Mr Shce (he was later knighted) flat on the floor; Mr Shee had 
merely rushed in to help after hearing an alarmed whistle from 
Francis. There were recriminations, there were tears, and 
Madame Grand was parcelled off to her parents at Chandema- 
gore, till Francis pursued her and installed her in his house at 
Hooghly. There was talk of a duel, with Francis being sup¬ 
ported by his redoubtable cousin Major Phil (Fighting) Baggs, 
but it evaporated into a Supreme Court action in which Grand 
sought £160,000 damages. He received £5,000 and soon after 
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left Calcutta for some other station. Only months later, Madame 
Grand herself sailed for Europe alone. There she eventually 
became the Princess Talleyrand, hostess to statesmen at the 
Congress of Vienna, wryly remembered by Napoleon on St 
Helena, last heard of in extreme old age surrounded by parrots 
and snuff in a house on the Rue de Lille in Paris. And when she 
died, randy old Talleyrand merely said that her death simplified 
his position. 

It was, above many things, a heavily introverted society. It 
could hardly be otherwise, given the difficulties of travel out¬ 
side Calcutta. You could go by boat up the Ganga to Benares, 
but that took 75 days. Dacca was 37! days away and it took the 
best part of a month to be transported as far as Murshidabad. 
Apart from the boat, the palanquin was the only method of 
travel abroad. The passenger reclined on cushions in this glori¬ 
fied sedan chair, sipping loll shrub or some other refreshment, 
while four bearers staggered and stumbled along the jimgle 
trails; and, weeks later, he would reach Benares for Rs 500 or 
Pama for Rs 400. Much better stay at home, even though the 
streets were so dimly lit that William Hickey once scraped his 
face rather badly on a wall en route to a party, even though 
there were certain conveniences like window glass absent from 
practically every house but the Govemor-Gencrars, even though 
there were plenty of local hazards like tigers stalking any kind of 
meat just behind Chowringhee and footpads of both races who 
made the Maidan a deadly place at night; and there was that 
awful spot in Bowbazar which was becoming known as Gulla- 
kutta Gully, or throat-cutters* lane. 

But at least, you could comfort yourself, vUlains were properly 
dealt with if caught. Thieves were generally branded on the 
hand and pilloried for hours, though Ramjoy Gho^ in 1795 
stole tenpence and was first gaoled for a few days before being 
carried to Burrabazar and whipped for four hours up and down 
the street until he was discharged half dead at Chitporc Bridge; 
he might, alternatively, have been flogged all the way from Loll 
Diggy, the great tank of water where old Fort William was, 
along Lalbazar as far as the house of Mr Willoughby Leigh in 
Bowbazar. Dacoits, who killed as well as robbed, were savaged 
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to death; fourteen caught in 1789 were pinioned to die ground, 
one by one in sight of the others, where thdr right hands and 
left feet were hacked off at the joints; the stumps were dien 
dipped in hot ghee and the mutilated bodies were left to perish 
slowly in the sun. Only Mogul jurisdiction contrived more 
hideous executions than that. 

The chronicles of these times do not mention Bengalis much, 
except in subservient capacities. There was, in fact, by now a 
rising mercantile class among them, distantly accepted by the 
British, having its share in the plimder of Bengal, soon to be¬ 
come much closer to the new masters of the country. The way 
was almost open for a bright yoimg lad of the district to be¬ 
come as rich on his wits as any red-faced sprig from Kensing¬ 
ton. Russomar Dutt worked as a clerk for Hawke Davis and Co. 
at the turn of the century for Rs 16 a month until the accounts 
got inextricably confused; the firm offered Dutt Rs 10,000 to 
straighten out the mess, which he did, and was rich thereafter. 
There were natives making plenty of money before that. A mem¬ 
ber of the Tagore family was letting his house on the Esplanade 
to Company servants for Rs 800 a month, and if an Indian had 
property he invariably rented it to an Englishman at a very high 
price. It had long been commonplace for a man to take a local 
mistress on arrival in Calcutta, as William Hickey took his lovely 
Jemdanee; and sometimes these liaisons became so deeply affec¬ 
tionate that the Calcutta Gazette in 1809 could advertise for sale 
‘a garden house and groimds situated at Toltalah Bazar, which 
to any gentleman about to leave India, who may be solicitous 
to provide for an Hindostanee Female Friend, will be found a 
most desirable purchase’. 

But mostly the British regarded the natives as servants of one 
kind or another. They were part of that mob of bhccsties who 
crowded all day round Loll Diggy to fill skm bags with water, 
eight gallons at a time, for their masters. They were durwans 
(doorkeepers), peons (footmen), hurcarrahs (messengers), houcca- 
burdars (stewards), mussalchees (dishwashers), dhobies (laundry- 
men), or sirdars (chief bearers). They were that army of menials 
attached to your household; one family of four had no servants, 
the badielor William Hidcey had sixty-three, and thirty or forty 
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was common. They were the sharks who extracted extravagant 
wages from you (head cook Rs 15-30 a month, bearer Rs 4, syce 
Rs 6-8, wet nurse Rs 12-16) and so in 1785 you and the other 
Company employees asked the Directors in London to do 
something about it, perhaps by fixing a pay scale; then you 
drifted along to the London Tavern or the Harmonic House in 
Lalbazar, to sup a dish of coffee and to riffle through the news¬ 
papers for R I inclusive. And eventually you sailed for home, 
taking your fortune with you. Samuel Tolfrey, under-sheriff, re¬ 
turned with Rs 600,000, which is six lakhs, which was then 
£30,000. Thomas Farrcr, who defended Nuncomar, walked off 
with £60,000 and became Member of Parliament for Wareham. 
And the tales these people told when they reached home were so 
enticing that, within a few years, the Prince Regent himself was 
lobbying the Governor-General for a post in this fabulous land. 
He was turned down. 

This was the society Warren Hastings bestrode like a colossus 
for thirteen years. The clearest symptom of his management was 
Pitt’s India Act in the last year of his power, which subordinated 
the Company even more to the authority of Parliament. The best 
of his achievement was a shift in the governing cast of mind, 
though this did not show itself at once. Immediately after Hast¬ 
ings there was Sir John Macpherson, a Skyeman best remem¬ 
bered for singing ballads with equal verve in Gaelic, Spanish 
and Hindustani and for helping himself on his way to the top 
by interesting the Nawab of the Carnatic in electricity and the 
magic lantern. His successor Cornwallis, lately surrendered at 
Yorktown, thought that Sir John’s twenty months in office had 
bequeathed him a ‘system of the dirtiest jobbery’ and proceeded 
to clean it up. He called the Calcutta warehouses ‘a sink of cor¬ 
ruption and iniquity’ and did what he could there, too. And then 
he went on to make the Permanent Settlement. Only a few 
years before, Frenchmen had been storming the Bastille and what 
Cornwallis now did was almost as revolutionary in the context 
of Bengal. 

Traditionally, the revenue had been collected by the hereditary 
zamindar, a word which literally means landholder, but which 
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covered anyone from an owner to a tax-collector. The zaxnin- 
dars paid dues to the Mogul’s government, later to the Com¬ 
pany’s government under the revenue licence that Clive had 
secured in 1765. In turn they collected what they could extort 
from the peasantry in their areas; and the difference between 
the two sums, a jealously-held secret, represented their income. 
It was a system complicated, as far as the British were concerned, 
by the vagueness of Hindu and Muslim land-law which recog¬ 
nized force as the only title to land possession. This was ana¬ 
thema to the rising rulers of India, who were Whigs with a 
belief in justice founded on private property and commercial 
transaction. It was substantially this philosophy that they now 
imposed in Bengal; the peasant was to be secure as long as he 
paid fixed dues to the zamindar, who was to hold his position 
while he could produce a fixed revenue to the government. It 
was well-intentioned, it was civilized, it was very English. It 
meant that the zamindar was a recognizable proprietor who 
could be sold up like any other squire who failed. What it did in 
the end was to break up a potentially brutal but always close 
relationship between peasant and zamindar and lay Bengal wide 
open to a new breed of speculators from Calcutta and even 
farther afield; it made the peasant even more uncertain of his 
future than before. And it was the beginning of the end of 
Muslim supremacy in India. 

It was part of Cornwallis’s permanent aversion to corruption 
and in this it was enormously misplaced. He had little time for 
most of the British he found in Calcutta but his distaste for the 
Indians was even greater. He verily believed that every native 
of the country was corrupt, and said so; fust as the Marquis of 
Hastings (who gave us the word Eurasian) was to say within a 
generation that *The Hindu appears a being nearly limited to 
mere animal functions and even in them indifferent’. The same 
language was to be repeated until the British left Calcutta, but 
from now on new voices could be heard from time to time and 
the first of them was Sir John Shore’s, who governed near the 
turn of the century. ‘When I consider myself the Ruler of 
twenty-five millions of people,’ he declared, ‘I tremble at the 
greatness of tlxi charge ... I consider every native of India, 
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whatever his situation may be, as having a claim upon me; and 
that I have not a right to dedicate an hour to amusement further 
than as it is conducive to health and so far to the despatch of 
business.’ That was the genuine tone of the Raj as the Raj was 
to imagine it for a century and more to come. It was the voice 
of the Clapham Sect, for Sir John, like a good many of his suc¬ 
cessors and their administrators, believed in a profound alliance 
with the Testaments - with, if anything, a slight preference for 
the Old over the New. It was also an echo of Warren Hastings, 

Lord Wellesley arrived Where Cornwallis had been pre¬ 
occupied with corruption and Shore had been preoccupied with 
making land reforms work under the Ten Commandments, Wel- 
leslev was preoccupied with living like a prince and w'ith dis¬ 
lodging the French once and for all from India, together with 
any damn-fool revolutionary notions that might now be in¬ 
filtrating with them His younger brother Arthur came, too, and 
promptly marched on the Mahrattas in the West; he w’as soon 
to win more applause with battles at Talavera, Salamanca, Vit- 
tona and Waterloo. Yet nothing that either W’ellesley did in 
India was to have greater effect than Lord Richard’s idea of a 
college at Fort William. It sprang, indeed, from that anxiety 
of his about revolutionary influences. He wished to transform 
the young men of the Company, prone to instability under the 
social pressures of Calcutta and a prey to the money-lenders now 
thriving in the city, into reliable functionaries of government. 
‘To fix and establish sound and correct principles of religion and 
government m their minds at an early period of life,’ he Was to 
write later, ‘was the best security which could be provided for the 
stability of the British power in India.’ To this end he would 
create something comparable to the institutions of Oxford and 
Cambridge in Calcutta. Knowing well enough that the Com¬ 
pany Directors would not tolerate anything that cut into their 
profits, he financed it from a levy he imposed on all civil ser¬ 
vants in India, And he found an unlikely ally in the person of 
William Carey. 

Carey was a farm labourer’s son with a remarkable talent for 
languages; he is said to have been proficient in Latin, Greek, 
Hebrew and Dutch before he was fifteen. He had renounced the 
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Churdi of England and become a Baptist minister and he had 
arrived at the Danish missionary settlement of Serampore in 
1800 with four sons and a psychotic wife. Two of the six mis¬ 
sionaries there. Fountain and Ward, had police records in Eng¬ 
land for openly supporting the French Revolution. In 1799 
Wellesley had tried to seize a clutch of Baptists on suspicion of 
sp3ring, being prevented only by the refusal of an American 
ship's captain to hand them over and by the asylum offered at 
Danish Serampore. The talents of this commtmity were such 
that by 1805 the Mission Press - run for a start by the printer 
Ward on a contraption Carey bought in Calcutta for £40 - 
could print any work in Bengali, Urdu, Orya, Tamil, Telegu, 
Kanarese or Marathi. 

Carey’s flair for language was now harnessed to Wellesley’s 
brainchild, though the Governor-General remained cynical 
enough of Baptists to hire him at a lower salary and status than 
Henry Colcbrooke or any other teacher. Fort William College 
now became the focal point of intellectual activity among the 
British, though the campus was not in the fort itself but in the 
Writers’ Building. Its young men found themselves writing 
essays on distinctly non-commercial topics; whether the Asiatidcs 
[ric] are as capable of as high a degree of civilization as the 
Europeans; whether the natives of India under British Govern¬ 
ment enjoy a greater degree of tranquillity, security and happi¬ 
ness than under any former government. There were disputa¬ 
tions in Indian languages, held in Wellesle3r*s gorgeous new 
Government House, though this description comes from 1818, 
when the Marquis of Hastings was in command: In a state 
chair covered with crimson velvet and richly gilt, with a group 
of aides-de-camp and secretaries standing behind him, sat the 
Governor-General. Two servants with state punkahs of crimson 
silk were fanning him and behind them again were several Native 
servants bearing silver staffs. Next to him, on either side, were 
seated the examiners, and below them again, the most distin¬ 
guished ladies of the Presidency. Next in an open space were 
two small rostrums for the disputants, and chairs for the pro¬ 
fessors; the room behind these, and fronting the Marquis, was 
quite filled with company, and in the rear of all, the bod3^guard 
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was drawn up in full uniforms -of scarlet with naked sabres/ 

This, then, became much more than a forcing house for loyal 
civil servants. True, Fort William supplied gold medals for pro¬ 
ficiency; and William Taylor, winning his in the 1830s, smartly 
melted it into earrings for his girl friend. But this was also the 
starting point of literary patronage and a depot of linguistic 
research In the first five years of its existence, Fort William pub¬ 
lished more than a hundred original works in oriental languages. 
The time was not far distant when Mr Lockett, the chief 
librarian, could boast that he supervised the largest collection 
of onentalia in the world; the Esconal had 1,851 volumes, 
Oxford 1,561, the Seraglio in Constantinople 7,294; but Cal¬ 
cutta, in 1818 had a grand total of 11,335 printed and manu¬ 
script sources Orientalism became its obsession from 1807 on¬ 
wards, when the Company Directors decided that the European 
part of the curriculum should be taught at Haileybury in Hert¬ 
fordshire, where the voung men would be indoctrinated with the 
best British values before exposure to the cultural and other 
hazards of Calcutta. 

Education was generally in the air Another Serampore mis¬ 
sionary, Joshua Marshman, published his Hints Relative to 
Native Schooh. It contained a programme for national com¬ 
pulsory education, no less, in which peasant children would 
learn to read and write with a vocabulary of four thousand 
words They would also have simple arithmetic and later become 
conversant with astronomy, geography, natural philosophy, 
mineralogy and chemistry; all this woujd ‘rectify and enlarge 
their ideas of the various aspects of nature around them*. This 
was in a city with a population of well over half a million, con¬ 
taining educational places for only 4,180 Indian children; never¬ 
theless, the Calcutta School Society within a few years was able 
to report that ‘printed instead of manuscript school books are 
now in common use. The branches formerly taught arc now 
taught more thoroughly, and instruction is extended to subjects 
formerly neglected, viz. the orthography of the Bengalee lan¬ 
guage, geography and moral truths and obligations .. .* David 
Hare, a retired watchmaker, assisted in the establishment of the 
Hindu College, which was mostly the creation of Bengali nou- 
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veaux riches such as the Tagores, the MuUidks, the Debs and 
the Ghoshals, and its pupils were soon offering inflated prices 
for copies of The Age of Reason. Horace Wilson, who had come 
to India as a Company surgeon, who had worked on the Calcutta 
Mint and then managed the Hindoostanee Press, now started 
his Sanskrit College, which was not only Orientalist but scienti¬ 
fic as well; and though none of the Indian graduates in the 
College hospital had by 1831 been allowed to perform any 
major operations, they were regularly allowed to conduct minor 
ones like *opening little abscesses and dressing sores and cuts*. 

A result of all this intellectual activity in Calcutta was the 
birth of the Young Bengal movement and the start of a period 
which has been glorified as the Bengal Renaissance. The hero of 
the first was Henry Louis Vivian DeRozio, the Eurasian son of 
an officer with an English firm. He was educated in one of the 
private English schools of Calcutta and he was captivated by 
Robert Bums, the French Revolution and English radicalism. 
He wrote verse, and one of his poems hailed the liberation of 
the Greeks at Navarino. He edited Bengali newspapers and he 
was teaching senior classes at the Hindu College when he was in 
his teens. His followers were, unlike himself, almost entirely the 
sons of high-caste Hindus who were rapidly becoming Angli- 
dzed. He turned them into atheists. It was rumoured that some 
of the Hindu Cbllege boys at prayer would recite passages from 
the Iliad instead of sacred mantras, and one lad, asked to bow 
before the image of Kah’, said *Good morning, madam* as well. 
And this within a 3rear or two of the treaty of Amiens, when the 
British community had offidally marched down to Kalighat, 
accompanied by military bands, to present a substantial sum of 
money to the goddess in her temple as a thanksgiving for an end 
to a period of war with France. The Young Bengalis also drank, 
*cutting their way through ham and beef and wading to liberal¬ 
ism through tumblers of beer*, as a shocked contemporary noted. 
The French tricolour that the students hauled to the top of 
die Ochterlony Monument one day might have been disregarded 
or even been quiedy pleasing to their elders, but not this; not 
this and atto'sm as weU. A scandalized parent cxxnplained that 
his boy now had his hair cut, wore Eiaopean shoes, ate food 
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without bathing, didn't know how to write bazaar bills, uttered 
unintelligible Bengali and could tell of any mountain or river in 
Russia but could give no account of his own country. So DeRozio 
was sacked from the staff of the Hindu College by Hindus, died 
of cholera soon after, and left a rudderless Young Bengal which 
did not long survive him. 

The Bengal Renaissance was much more substantial; indeed, 
it became the history of the Bengalis from the moment Rammo- 
han Roy hoisted himself from poverty at the start of the nine¬ 
teenth century. His father had been an old-fashioned zamindar, 
who lost his property as a result of the changes made by the 
Permanent Settlement, who was imprisoned and who died a 
ruined man. The son emerged from this wreckage by, curiously 
enough, starting to lend money to Englishmen. He was also em¬ 
ployed by one of the earliest students at Fort William College, 
John Digby, and he was soon in contact with some of the 
Orientalists. It is a matter for scholastic argument how many of 
Roy’s subsequent ideas were drawn from them, how many were 
original to him. But before long he was writing his famous tract 
denouncing suttee. This was at a time when in three consecutive 
years - 1815 to 1817 - 253, 289 and 441 women were known to 
have been burned alive with their husbands’ corpses in Calcutta. 
He started an Anglo-Indian school, he compiled a Bengali 
grammar, and twentieth-century Bengali scholars tend to regard 
him not only as the Father of Modem India but as the foimder 
of Bengali literary prose. 

He was one of those men whose reputation is apt to be en¬ 
larged almost annually with the passage of time, so that now it 
is a little difficult to see him as he probably was. But he clearly 
restored a racial pride to the Bengalis when they badly needed 
such a tonic. He was a man of moderation who could launch 
a new Hindu sect which eventually evolved into the Brahmo 
Samaj and which has remained the spiritual refuge of the in¬ 
tellectual, the Anglicized, the man who is sceptical of extreme 
dogma; its propositions were so sympathetic to some Christian 
feelings that the Unitarians, at least, were happy to reprint 
pamphlets by Ranunohan Roy. Hard-line Hindus, of course, 
reacted against it and adherents of the Samaj were to know per- 
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secution from people who shared the same essential faith; they 
were sometimes smeared with treacle and then covered in wasps, 
by incensed gurus and their mobs. Roy had fed on Bentham, 
Montesquieu and Blackstone and two things that he said sug¬ 
gest the splendid balance of his intellectual diet. 

When Wellesley began to censor the press in fear of revolu¬ 
tionary ideas, Roy lobbied for freedom on the grounds that the 
Company Directors might judge for themselves ‘whether the 
systems introduced in their possessions proved so beneficial to 
the natives of the country as their authors might fondly sup¬ 
pose or would have others believe, and whether the Rules and 
Regulations which might appear excellent in their eyes are put 
strictly into practice*. And when Young Bengal was applauding 
that tricolour atop the Monument, Roy said, ‘To assert that if 
the Natives had enjoyed the blessings of the French Revolution 
they would by this time have been treated like men, and 
assumed a proper position among the nations of the earth, is to 
write absolute nonsense. Let him read Thiers and Allison before 
he again ventures to long for a revolution which would have 
turned the Hooghly into a revolutionary torrent and established 
a permanent guillotine in Tank Square.* Revolution, in fact, was 
to come to Bengal and it was to be made by the spiritual descen¬ 
dants of Rammohan Roy together with those who merely used 
his name as a watchword. It was to be aggravated by the reversal 
of a climate that had been fostered unwittingly by Wellesley and 
Hastings with their support for the influence of Fort William 
and its Orientalist teachers. And, ironically, the wind began to 
change just as Roy and his followers were looking West for a 
temperate salvation, with the arrival in Calcutta of a new 
British overlord, whose background was radical and whose 
inclinations were for reform. 

This was Lord William Bentinck, a disciple of the Utilitarian 
philosopher James Mill who had lately written a history of India 
without ever having been there or knowing any of its languages, 
who regarded the Indian past as an age of total darkness. Lord 
William was a vigorous man and, just as Wellesley had forbidden 
the sacrifice of children to sharks at the mouth of the Hooghly, 
be now proscribed suttee and began to stamp out Thuggery. He 
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swiftly changed a deficit of £x million a year in the Indian eco¬ 
nomy into a surplus of £if millions and he did it partly by cut¬ 
ting military allowances. He also dismantled Fort William 
College, whose students had largely become idle fellows with 
mounting debts. 

He had received the services in Calcutta of Thomas Babington 
Macaulay, as Law Member of his Council. Before leaving Eng¬ 
land, Macaulay was deep in the controversy between the Orien¬ 
talists and the Anglicists, between those who would synthesize 
two cultures and those who would Westernize everything pos¬ 
sible. Now, in 1835, he delivered the famous minute on educa¬ 
tion, which was to establish entirely English standards in India. 
Lord Macaulay had not found one Orientalist, it said, ‘who 
could deny that a single shelf of a good European library was 
worth the whole native literature of India and Arabia’. Lord 
Macaulay believed he was not exaggerating when he said that 
‘all the historical information which has been collected from all 
the books written in the Sanskrit language is less valuable than 
what may be found in the most paltry abridgements used at 
preparatory schools in England’. His conclusions added up to 
what he expressed more concisely elsewhere, that ‘to trade with 
civilized men is infinitely more profitable than to govern savages*. 

That might almost have served as a civic motto for Calcutta. 
Instead, it marked the end of a period where there seemed to be 
growth and the promise of greater fruitfulness in every direc¬ 
tion. Physically the city was, indeed, becoming the first in Asia. 
When Lord Valentia arrived in 1803 in the course of a world 
tour he remarked how ‘Chowringhee, an entire village of palaces 
... altogether forms the finest view I ever beheld in my life’. The 
patronage of Lord Wellesley was such that in England he was 
being hailed as another Medici, and the seat of his government 
as a second Florence. There was soon to be a Lottery Committee 
to finance construction work, and both Town Hall and Strand 
Road were to be created from the proceeds. By the time Bishop 
Heber came, much pleased to discover that his hymn ‘From 
Greenland’s icy mountains. From India’s coral strand ...’ had 
already been translated into Bengali, he was able to write this: 
‘Of European towns I am most reminded of Moscow. The size 
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of the houses, which arc frequently occupied by more than a 
single family, their Grecian architecture, their number of ser¬ 
vants, the Eastern dresses and the hospitality of the place which, 
though much diminished, is still profuse and incessant, con¬ 
tinually remind me of what I saw in a different climate; and if 
you will recollect the Russian prints which I had in Hodnet, you 
will have no bad idea of our China bazaar and our Cossitollah.’ 

That was in 1823. By then, in spite of the periodic crises of the 
Company, trade and Calcutta were both flourishing. Where 
there had been six insurance companies in 1804, there were to be 
fifteen in 1832. Where the Kiddcrpore Docks had built 35 vessels 
between 1780 and 1800, they had launched another 75 between 
1800 and 1805, And where, in 1790, there had been 15 managing 
agency houses in Calcutta, by 1813 there were 14 Scots, 10 Eng¬ 
lish, 12 Armenian and 2 Portuguese merchants in the city. 
These private managing agencies were a particularly significant 
factor in commercial growth here. As the historian of the Bengal 
Chamber of Commerce has suggested, they were the bone upon 
which the flesh and sinew of Indian commerce were to grow. 
They originated in private London anxieties to intrude upon 
the monopoly of the F.ast India Company, and their function was 
to run a profitable trade in Calcutta on behalf of absentee gen¬ 
tlemen in the City. The system was open to the most notorious 
abuses. The agent, with his connections and his instincts for 
profit both sharpened on the spot, could make deals that were 
not in the interests of his unwitting employers in London and it 
was not infrequently the case that an agency would flourish 
while the various companies it managed were drained of all 
profit - or, at least, kept at the subsistence level necessary to 
maintain the contracts. Siblings would be installed in sinecures 
to the accompaniment, no doubt, of some growls in the board- 
room at home but with the final and unassailable assumption 
that the local manager must know what he was doing. Thus the 
agencies grew with Empire and even survived its passing, with 
fewer Englishmen sitting behind the executive desks after India’s 
Independence, but still enough to maintain the thin black line 
of tradition on the right side of the ledgers. When the agencies 
were abolished in 1969, one of the oldest and most honoured 
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names in the commerce of Calcutta, Andrew Yule and Co., was 
still managing nine companies, its origins still unmistakably 
preserved in the name of a jute factory up the water; Cheviot 
Mills, no less, on the steaming banks of the tropical Hooghly 
River. 

There is an air of bounce and vitality by the Hooghly in these 
early years of the nineteenth century, and it is perhaps conveyed 
obliquely by the tone and style of an advertisement that appears 
in the Calcutta Gazette in October 1814, on the eve of the great 
Hindu festival and holiday, the Durga Puja: *The principal 
days of entertainment are the 20th, 21st, 22nd, on which Nikhee, 
the Billington of the East, will warble her lovely ditties at the 
hospitable mansion of Raja Kishan Chaud Roy and his 
brothers ... Nor will the hall of Neel Money Mullick resound 
less delightfully with the affecting strains of Ushoorun who, for 
compass of voice and variety of note, excels all damsels of 
Hindustan. Misree, whose graceful gestures would not hurt the 
practised eye of Parisot, will lead the fairy dance on the boards 
of Joy Kishun Roy’s happy dwelling. At Raja Raj Khrishna’s 
may be viewed with amazemrat and pleasure, the wonderful 
artifices and tricks of legerdemain by an accomplished set of 
jugglers, just arrived from Lucknow. Baboo Gopee Mohan Deb, 
urged by his usual anxiety to contribute to the amusement of 
the public, has besides a selection of the most accomplished 
nautch girls, engaged a singularly good buffoon, whose per¬ 
formances and those of a boy, who has the tmeommon faculty 
of being able to dance with impunity on the naked edge of two 
sharp swords, may claim the title of unique. Besides these, the 
respective residences of Baboo Gopee Mohun Thakoor and 
Gooro Pershad Bhose, have each its individual cause of attrac¬ 
tion, and promise to repay by a full measure of delight those 
who are content to forsake the calm repose of peaceful slum¬ 
bers for the hum of men and squeeze of crowded assemblies.* The 
native of Bengal has now been elevated to the rank of entertainer 
in the public prints as well as servant in the private places. A 
handful have become founding members of the Calcutta Cham¬ 
ber of Commerce in 1834. There are men lilK Sheikh Gullam 
Hussein, Ram Dollal Dey and Dorabjee Byramjee running their 
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own ships out of the Hooghly in profitable trade. And even 
Lord Macaulay’s minute is constrained to admit that *I have 
heard the very question on which I am now writing discussed by 
native gentlemen with a liberality and an intelligence which 
would do credit to any member of the Committee of Public 
Instruction’. 

The growth does not now cease, but the atmosphere begins 
to sour. It will soon be so embittered that the Bengali journalist 
Girish Chandra Ghosh will be writing that men like Jones, 
Colebrooke and Wilson 'respected our fathers and looked upon 
us hopefully at least with melancholy interest, as you would look 
on the heir of a ruined noble. But to the great unwashed abroad 
today, we are simply niggers - without a past; perhaps, without a 
future. They do not choose to know us ’ For 1857 will have come 
and gone, bringing to Calcutta the lustre of the first Indian Uni¬ 
versity and the disgrace of the Mutiny. The second of these was 
entirely British. 

There had been mutinies of sepoy soldiers in Bengal before In 
1764 Hector Monro had suppressed one by lashing a score of 
insubordinates to the muzzles of field guns and blowing them 
to bits. In 1824 the 47th Native Infantry at Barrackpore had re¬ 
fused to march on Burma, whereupon their Commander-in-Chief 
had shattered them with grape shot at close range. But in the great 
Indian Mutiny, where there was savagery on both sides from 
one end of Northern India to the other, nothing but British panic 
happened in Calcutta. The rising began at Meerut in May and 
by the first week in June it had spread steadily eastwards. The 
city then quartered three and a half sepoy regiments at Barrack- 
pore, and they were certainly seething with discontent; so was 
another sepoy regiment at Fort William. If the worst came to 
the worst the British could only muster a weak wing of the 53rd 
Foot and artillerymen in Calcutta, though there was a complete 
regiment of the 78th Highlanders up at Chinsurah As rumour 
circulated, the civilian population settled into various postures 
of defence. Volunteer Guards were formed, with four guns, five 
troops of cavalry and seven companies of infantry. A tradesman 
in Dalhousie Square barricaded himself in and waited at the top 
of the stairs with a loaded gun, molten lead and boiling water. 
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On Sunday 14 June, the British were emerging from Matins 
in their churdies when the news went round that tiie sepoys had 
mutinied at Barrackpore and were marching into the dty centre. 
It was untrue; the sepoys had been disarmed by the Highlanders. 
But it started a headlong panic. Colond Malleson, who was 
there, described it like this: Those highest in office were 
the first to give the alarm. There were secretaries to Govern¬ 
ment running over to Members in Council, loading their pistols, 
barricading their doors; Members of Council abandoning their 
houses with their families and taking refuge on board ships in the 
river. Crowds of lesser celebrities, impelled by these examples, 
having hastily collected their valuables, were rushing to the Fort, 
only too happy to be permitted to sleep under the Fort guns. 
Horses, carriages, palanquins, vehicles of every sort and kind, 
were put into requisition to carry panic-stridcen fugitives out of 
the reach of unaginary cut-throats. In the suburbs almost every 
house belonging to the Christian population was deserted. Half 
a dozen of determined fanatics could have burned down three 
parts of the town. A score of London thieves could have made 
their fortunes by plundering the houses in the neighbourhood of 
Chowringhee which had been abandoned by their inmates.* Dr 
Mouat compared the scramble of people across the Maidan, 
babbling for the safety of the Fort, to *what might have been if 
a modem Herculaneum had been evacuated in broad daylight 
on the approach of a visible eruption from a neighbouring vol¬ 
cano*. Sardonically, Girish Chandra Ghosh observed that The 
state of feeling now exhibited by the notabilities of Chowringhee 
and their humbler satellites in Cossitollah is very much akin to 
that which drew the laughter of the world on the aldermen of 
London and their militia when Boney was a stalking horse in 
the imagination of the British people.* 

The Great Eastern Hotel became another rallying point for the 
British and from there they sent out their patrols of Volunteers 
(armed by Messers Manton and Rodda) to scout the city till 
midnight, while in the poorer Eurasian quarters people loosened 
their fear by firing fusillades of blank cartridges for hours on end. 
Nothing happened. On Monday morning everyone went 
sheepishly home and started to relieve bmised feelings with a 
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campaign for retribution upon those who had threatened but 
not harmed them. The Governor-General, Lord Canning, was 
abused because he would not dismiss loyal sepoys from guard 
duty at Government House. The hysterical temper of the British 
civilians was poured into the columns of the local press, includ¬ 
ing the Poet’s Corner of The Englishman : 

Barring humanity pretenders 

To hell of none are we the willing senders 

But, if to Sepoys entrance must be given, 

Locate them, Lord, in the back-slums of Heaven 

It even found its way into art criticism. ‘Portrait of Captain 
Hazelwood, which may be seen m Thacker and Spink’s Gallery. 
The friends of the gallant officer will at once recognize the 
likeness and feel confident that no undue lenity oh his part will 
be shown to the murderers of women and children, for he has a 
stern expression of countenance, as if he had ]ust given the order 
to hang them and their favourers.’ Had this been Meerut, Delhi 
or Cawnpore, where Europeans had been butchered by mutineers, 
this would have been a valid Old Testamental reaction. But no 
one had laid a finger on Calcutta. It was plain terror mixed 
with shame and it became racialism of a kind the city had not 
known before. 

The East India Company was now liquidated and its 16,000 
soldiers were quick-marched into the British Indian Army. 
Victoria was proclaimed Queen Empress and the Governor- 
General was translated into her Viceroy. Within four years, 
Indians were serving alongside Englishmen on the Imperial 
Legislative Council and on the presidential assemblies of Bom¬ 
bay, Madras and Bengal. The high noon of the Raj was upon 
the land and its heat was unevenly deployed, in Calcutta most 
distinctly of all. From here, the Imperial capital, the Government 
and its supporting Indian Civil Service ruled with something 
between benevolent despotism and hurt reproach; and some¬ 
times, intermittently and by the light of its day, it performed 
even more creditably than that. Standing apart from Govern¬ 
ment, at an increasing distance, was the other British commu- 
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nity of merchants and tradesmen and their various hangers-on. 
Of them. Sir Baltic Frere was now writing that *the English 
here are almost generally openly discontented, disinclined to re¬ 
main here or to care for India, and disposed to look at things in 
an3^thing but an Indian light .. .* They did stay, of course, for 
there was still much money to be made from Bengal. 

The fifties had seen the first Indian railway-train, hauled by 
the ‘Fairy Queen^ pull out of Howrah for Hooghly and it had 
seen another line opened from Calcutta to Raniganj, 120 miles 
away; coal, not as good as the best Welsh or Pennsylvanian but 
profitable nonetheless, had been discovered up there and fifty 
pits were working it by i860. Dundee had started to supply 
power-driven looms to turn jute into gunny sacks and other 
heavy packaging; by 1885 there were to be twenty-four of these 
power-driven factories in Calcutta, with 52,000 operatives, and 
expatriate Scottish managers in the city were rubbing their 
hands and r^arding that scrofulous plant as ‘gold on sUt’. In 
1861 regular auctions of tea from the gardens up-country around 
Darjeeling began in Calcutta and, from then on, more and more 
of the crop was sold direct to overseas buyers in Mission Row 
and less and less was shipped to London for resale by the moguls 
of Mincing Lane. Trade was coming along so comfortably that 
the Bengal Chamber of Commerce could toss £54,000 in the 
direction of Lancashire, which was in some difficulty because of 
the American Civil War; in 1869 it was handing Rs 8,250 to a 
Mr Cooper for trying, but failing, to open up an overland trade 
route to China. 

This was to be a half century of headlong commercial rush, 
accompanied by the first bridge, a pontoon affair, across the 
Hooghly to Howrah in 1874, the appearance of horse-drawn 
trams in 1880 and the installation of a telephone system in 1882. 
It was to be checked only by the opening of the Suez Canal, 
which soon persuaded the directors of the Peninsula and Orien¬ 
tal Steamship Company to shift their Indian headquarters from 
Garden Reach to Bombay; a rare example of Calcutta suffering 
from the primary instincts of commooe which had served it so 
well so far. Not that the business commimity needed to worry 
overmuch about a small loss of prestige. In 1853 the total value 
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of import and export trade for the whole of Bengal had been just 
less than £29 millions. By 1901 in Calcutta alone it was worth 
nearly £zii millions. Buried somewhere in the middle of that 
goldnish is the strangely foreign figure of Surgeon-Major Ronald 
Ross, sending his servant Mahomed Bux from the laboratory of 
the Presidency General Hospital in search of mosquitoes, getting 
them to bite the poor fellow on his return, but finally discover¬ 
ing that this was how malaria happened. That was in 1898 when, 
at the other end of the dty, Captain Bertie Clay was inventing a 
bullet with a soft lead nose in the small arms factory of Dum 
Dum; it was designed to punch a hole the size of a fist in Afridi 
tribesmen who were undeterred by conventional ammunition, 
and the 2nd Battalion, The Yorkshire Regiment, who tried it 
out in the field, reported a shot at one thousand yards which 
went right through a man after first penetrating the mess tin and 
thirteen folds of rolled greatcoat belonging to someone in front 
of him; ‘the bullet’, they said, ‘was in good shape and not dis¬ 
torted in any way’. 

The Bengalis, meanwhile, were becoming more difficult to 
contain in peace. Their educated elite^ the bhadralok (literally 
the respectable people, the gentlemen), had long been aware how 
heavily the economic condition of the land had been weighted 
against its natives. They could quote (in English) things that 
conscience-stricken Englishmen had said on the sub)ect; what 
the economist Montgomery Martin had said in 1840 about pre¬ 
vious decades, for example, that ‘We have during this period 
compelled the Indian territories to receive our manufactures, our 
woollens duty free, our cottons at 2^ per cent, while we have 
continued during that period to levy prohibitive duties from to 
to 1000 per cent upon articles they produce from our territories 
... a free trade from this country, not a free trade between India 
and this country.’ The uneducated ones merely experienced the 
effect of such things as facts of life, together with the evident 
contempt and worse of the average Englishman they met. In 
1861 a Society for the Promotion of National Feeling among 
the Educated Natives of Bengal was launched, inviting everyone 
to speak and write Bengali, not English, to wear dhoti and 
chadar instead of hats and coats, to abandon British foods and 
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holds, to adopt indigenous games and physical ocercises and to 
take up Hindu medicine again. New names, bdonging to the 
cultural descendants of Rammohan Roy, began to travel through 
the bazaars and their owners began to demand greater participa¬ 
tion, more freedom and less subservience in the running of their 
land; we shall hear more of them later. 

And for a little while they fotmd some Englishmen in and 
around Government willing to listen with sympathy. There was 
Allan Octavian Hume, for example. Customs commissioner and 
ornithologist, son of a great English radical who, instead of 
retiring to London, set himself up in Simla and helped to foimd 
the Indian National Congress to promote liberal and secular 
ideals. There was even a Viceroy, Lord Ripon, a Gladstone man, 
who in 1882 wrote a memorandum aiming to help *the small 
beginnings of independent political life’. It was Ripon who 
brought in the Ilbert Bill, which would have allowed Indian 
judges sitting alone to try Europeans in the courts. Nothing 
demonstrated more clearly the distance between the best men of 
Government and the general men in the streets of British Cal¬ 
cutta. These openly abused the Viceroy as his carriage passed by, 
gangs of indigo planters came in from the country to do the 
same, and there was a threat to kidnap him. The Englishman 
declared that 'We are on the eve of a crisis ...’ and ranted in 
the same tones it had once used before, when a planter called 
Rudd had actually been sentenced to death for killing one of his 
native workmen without provocation. On that occasion the 
Government had stood fast and Rudd was hanged; this time it 
watered down the Ilbert Bill so that a European would be tried at 
least by a jury, half of whom must be European too. A typical 
British attitude of these years was represented by a correspon¬ 
dent to The Englishman, writing about Calcutta Corporation, 
which had lately been created with an elected majority of coun¬ 
cillors, which meant a majority of natives. ‘Sir,* wrote this gen¬ 
tleman, With reference to the question of the Municipal Gov¬ 
ernment of Calcutta, I beg to submit that die present system is 
perfectly preposterous. Calcutta is a purely English city. The 
dty belongs and has always belonged to the English, and the 
native community in it is simply a foreign and parasitical com- 

C.-5 
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munity which would cease to exist if the English were to aban¬ 
don it. Its site was selected and the land taken up for it was taken 
up by the English. They founded it, built it, occupied it, main¬ 
tained it, defended it, regulated it, and it is still from their com¬ 
merce and enterprise that its revenues are now developed. The 
English race, in its capacity for self-government, is admitted by 
all nations to have never been surpassed by any race that has ever 
been recorded in history. The Government of India in the pleni¬ 
tude of its wisdom has, however, taken out of the hands of the 
English race the management of their own city, which they built 
for themselves, and which they support by their own exertions, 
and in which they live, and has handed it over to their native 
followers, who live by them and who are notoriously unfit for 
the discharge of such functions - as is only too manifest at the 
present time . .. The end, however, is not far off. The nations of 
the world will refuse before long to be done to death by cholera 
and other loathsome diseases which are diffused from Calcutta 
over the surface of the globe, in order that Bengali babus may 
hold places of importance for which they are unfit and in which 
all they can do is to exercise their talents for chatter, and enable 
Government to say “See how liberal our administration is in 
India to the natives.” ’ 

Sympathy in Government did not last long. There had been 
too many insurrections in Bengal since the Mutiny, mostly of 
peasants rising against indigo planters, who notoriously ran their 
properties on medieval principles. Acting Chief Justice Norman 
had been assassinated while entering the Town Hall in 1871 and 
that still cut deeply even after Lord Ripon had come and gone 
again. There was a strong element in the ICS who believed 
Ripon and his ideals were the feeblest'possible responses to a 
situation requiring the most decisive and muscular central ad¬ 
ministration; talk of delegating some authority to Indians was 
to them the fatuity of the milksop. They got what they wanted. 
They celebrated Her Majesty’s Diamond Jubilee first with an 
earthquake. And within twelve months, in 1899, Lord Curzon 
arrived in Calcutta and began to be a real Viceroy. 

He began by demanding a more efficient administrative mach¬ 
ine. A bill to rieconstitutc Calcutta Corporation at once offended 
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hsn, so he scrapped it and produced a new measure himself, 
which reduced the elected representation and ensured that the 
Corporation would remain firmly under British control. He 
decided that the administration of Calcutta University had 'fallen 
into the hands of a coterie of obscure native lawyers who regard 
educational questions from a political point of view* so he ap¬ 
pointed a commission of reform without a single Indian member. 
It was possibly the largest single insult that could have been 
offered to the highly self-conscious and educated bhadralok. And 
then Lord Curzon turned his attention to the vast and increas¬ 
ingly troublesome province in which his Viceregal throne was set. 

At the turn of the century Bengal was administratively a col¬ 
lection of provinces, each with distinctive historical, sub-racial 
and cultural differences; besides Bengal proper it included Bihar, 
Chota Nagpur and Orissa. It contained 78 million people. For 
years the Government had toyed with the idea of dismantling 
this cumbersome unit, to make it more manageable for hard- 
pressed civil servants. One reason for Curzon*s next move was cer¬ 
tainly administrative convenience. A larger reason was totally 
political. In October 1905 a partition line drawn down the 
middle of Bengal proper created two provinces. To a new East 
Bengal was added Assam; to the western half of Bengal the 
people of Bihar, Chota Nagpur and Orissa remained attached. 
From now on East Bengal was overwhelmingly Muslim in 
character. And in Bengal to the west, the preponderantly Hindu 
Bengalis of Calcutta and its hinterland found themselves 
numerically dominated by Oriyas, Biharis and others vdth whom 
almost the only thing they shared was a religion. This meant that 
the bhadralok, entirely upper-caste Hindu in character, were 
isolated from most fellow Bengalis and surrounded by people of 
alien traditions. It was the bhadralok of Calcutta who for the 
past half century and more had been more vociferously and in¬ 
telligently critical of British rule than anyone else in India. They 
were now to be cornered in the hope diat their influence could 
be reduced; or at least, in the expectation that it could be pre¬ 
vented from spreading. 

It was an obtuse miscalculation by Ctirason. What his parti¬ 
tion did was to trigger a form of revolution in Bengal that con- 
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tinued almost until the British finally left India in 1947* that 
indted other people in the sub>continent to imitate the Bengalis. 
It was to cripple the politically moderate unity of the Indian 
Congress. It was also to play its part in stirring the rivalries be¬ 
tween Muslims and Hindus, which were to come home to Cal¬ 
cutta at their most ghastly ex tr e m e in 1946. Immediately, it set 
the land aflame wifli opposition. Curzon had already experi¬ 
enced something of Bengali intransigence. When he was 
meddling with Calcutta Corporation, Surendranath Banerjea 
had led twenty-eight Indian coundllors out of the Town Hall 
with a vow never to return till ofiicial impositions were removed, 
and there had been press campaigns, protest meetings and angry 
deputations ever since. Something much tougher now b^an to 
happen, though Curzon did not stay to watch it. He resigned 
his Viceroyalty two months before his master plan was put into 
effect, and left Lord Minto to deal with the repercussions. 

On the eve of partition a public meeting in the Town Hall 
announced that all true Bengalis would boycott all British goods 
from now on. They would vow themselves to the purchase and 
use only of swadeshi Giterally, of one's own country) things. 
And as the swadeshi movement began to swell, people began to 
open new schools dedicated to nationalism through education; 
Sarala Debi started a gymnasium in her father’s house at Old 
Ballygunge for the- physical regeneration of Bengali youth. The 
Bengali newspapers, their columns hot with passionate denun- 
dations of the Raj, found their drculations soaring; Amrita 
Bazaar Patrika went from 2,000 copies a day in 1904 to 7,500 
in 1905, The Bengalee rose from 3,000 to 11,000, Sandhya from 
500 to 7,000. 

Then terrorism began. Bengalis were reminded that Kali the 
Terrible had been created by the gods to destroy demons who 
would take flieir kingdom from them, and the parallel was 
obvious. Someone was sent off to Paris to learn about revolu¬ 
tionary explosives and before long there were badtyard bomb 
factories from one end of Calcutta to die other. Young men 
organized into small and highly disciplined groups began to use 
them, not always finding their mark, aiming occasionally for a 
District Judge up-country but killing a couple of English gentle- 
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women instead. Foreign newspapers such as UHumamte ap¬ 
plauded their bearing when they were caught and stood their 
trial with composure. For the British turned fiercely on these 
assassins and the population that urged them on. Newspapers 
were suppressed, editors and printers were imprisoned, hundreds 
of Bengalis at a time were rounded up and grilled. Security 
officers descended almost daily on Calcutta University and its 
surrounding student bastions; and at the very least they would 
bear away any copy they could find of Wear and Peace or Jethro 
Brown’s Underlying Principles of Modern Legislation with that 
sinister first chapter entitled ‘The Challenge of Anarchy’; but 
they were almost as likely to haul somebody off for deportation 
on information laid by a secret agent previously insinuated into 
the campus. 

TTiis was to be one pattern of relationship between the British 
and the Bengalis until deep into the 1930s. It was not to be 
changed by Lord Minto, even though he had merely inherited 
another man’s blunder and wished to make real concessions to 
Bengali feelings. Together with John Morley, a new Liberal 
Secretary of State for India, he constructed an Indian Councils 
Act which would allow Indian majorities on legislative councils 
in every province. He got rid of the Lieutenant-Governor of East 
Bengal and Assam, the monocled Bampfylde Fuller, who ruled 
his province with a zeal that his patron Lord Curzon had ap¬ 
proved and intended. But neither of these strategies cooled the 
Bengali hotheads. They continued to sling their bombs and they 
still preached anarchy, when Lord Minto returned to England 
and when Lord Hardinge took his place. They were not even 
restrained much when Lord Hardinge engineered part of what 
they asked for and when, on top of it, he infuriated the British 
in Calcutta as carefully as Curzon had antagonized the Bengalis 
with partition. Lord Hardinge, at least, knew exactly what he 
was doing. 

When Hardinge came to Calcutta in November 1910 the 
population of the city was well over one million. There were 
perhaps 14,000 British among them, insulated from the native 
mob by 16,000 half-caste Anglo-Indians whose loyalty to the Raj 
established them in positions of minor responsibility on the raU- 
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ways, in the post offices and along other -vital lines of communi¬ 
cation. The British themselves had a power quite separate from 
that of Government and they used it without scruple for the 
interests of anyone else; they applied jnessure on Govemmoit 
through the Chamber of Commerce and through the columns of 
their four newspapers, The Englishman^ The Statesmariy Capital 
and Commerce', and when these devices sometimes failed to pro¬ 
duce desired results, they wrote letters home to influential friends 
lurking in and around Westminster. They were obstinate and 
they were arrogant (they inhabited the second city of the whole 
British Empire, after all) and Hardinge was to snub them utterly 
and unforgivably. So was someone else, and he was George V. 

The King had visited India as Prince of Wales in 1905-6 and 
he had thought then that the partition of Bengal was a mistake. 
On his own throne he now told his Viceroy that he still thought 
so. Aftn getting his bearings, Hardinge agreed. The King was 
anxious to return to India as Emperor, to attract in person the 
loyalty of his increasingly restless subjects there, and he be¬ 
lieved that nothing but goodwill would follow if he told them 
face to face that Bengal was to be reunited. At this point the 
Viceroy’s Home Member in the Imperial Council, John Jenkins, 
suggested that Indians might be even more mollified if the 
Imperial throne were removed from Calcutta to Delhi. Delhi, 
after all, had a magnetism for both Hindus and Muslims that 
Calcutta could never match; it was where the Pandava Princes had 
engaged in epic struggles with the Kurawas in far distant times; it 
was where the Moguls had proudly ruled in the name of the 
Prophet. There was the additional thought that Imperial Gov¬ 
ernment might function more coolly and more comfortably if it 
were shifted from the violent atmosphere of Bragal. So a decision 
was taken, and a m£^ificent Durbar was planned, and memor¬ 
anda shuttled back and forth for six months between Lord 
Hardinge and Lord Crewe in the India Office at home. There was 
oaormous and quite remarkable secrecy. Only a dozen people in 
each country were aware of what was to happen. Even Queen 
Mary hadn’t heard a thing until she arrived in India and Lord 
Hardinge brought the matter up in his first audience with the 
royal couple. 
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The King proclaimed his news on a Durbar field of brilliance 
in Delhi. His Queen wore a crown with 4,149 cut diamonds, 
2,000 rose diamonds, 22 emeralds, four rubies and four sap¬ 
phires. He had 20,000 of his British and Indian troops drawn up 
in full-dress parade before him. There were trappings of Maha¬ 
rajahs, Rajas and princelings galore to make that December day 
in 1911 a gorgeous memory for everyone present and there were 
50,000 of them at least And when King George said ‘We are 
pleased to announce to Our people that ... We have decided 
upon the transfer of the seat of the Government of India from 
Calcutta to the ancient capital of India ...’ there was first of all 
a stunned silence in his audience. Then there was wild and 
incredulous cheering all round. 

In Calcutta that week, life had proceeded at its normally 
assured pace, with its customary sounds of turbulence from cer¬ 
tain sections of the native community. The London Repertory 
Company was playing The Rivals at the Grand Opera House 
and The Passing of the Third Floor Back was on at the Empire. 
There was some tut-tutting in the Bengal Club at the news of a 
hurricane on the South coast, which naturally meant somewhere 
between the Goodwin Sands and Portland Bill. The King Em¬ 
peror would be visiting his capital city soon, when he had 
finished showing the flag in Delhi; full-scale Durbar quite 
proper, of course; the Mutiny had been at its worst up there, so 
it was a good idea to impress those people with maximum pomp 
and circumstance from time to time. 

On Durbar day, five thousand troops paraded on the Maidan. 
As noon approached, when the King would speak in Delhi, a 
bugle call was followed by a royal salute of a hundred guns, 
then a feu de joie, after which the whole parade advanced on the 
flag while the band played ‘Hie British Grenadiers’. Captain 
Brancker, Quartermaster-General at Fort William, read the pro¬ 
clamation in a loud and clear voice which could be distinctly 
heard by troops and spectators. Half a mile away the Deputy 
Sheriff, Mr E. W. Foley, did the same from the steps of the 
Town Hall. The list of Durbar honours was read out, with a 
Kaiser-I-Hind Gold Medal for Mr Lindsay, joint secretary of 
the Calcutta Club, and a knighthood for Mr Justice Ashutosh 
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Mukherji. A Royal Qemency was announced for 651 prisoners 
in the Calcutta gaols. They included ten Europeans and a 
couple of political detainees, and many of them went straight 
down to Kalighat, to bathe in the river and to make sacrifice to 
Kali. They are said to have cheered when His Majesty’s name 
was mentioned and Bengalis generally were mightily pleased at 
the King Emperor’s news. At a meeting in College Square some¬ 
time later, Surendranath Banerjea said that future generations 
would point to December 12 as the start of a new epoch in Ben¬ 
gali history; he also said that reunification represented *the 
triumph of British justice and the vindication of constitutional 
methods in our political controversies*. Even the bully boys with 
bombs, who had long since decided against constitutional 
methods, briefly held their fire with gratification. 

The British seem at first to have been totally crushed by the 
news. Their papers next day merely recorded events in Delhi, 
the bare facts of proclamation ki Calcutta, and added that *Dur- 
bar day passed off quietly* there. After that they let their feelings 
go, and these were infinitely more bitter and angry than the 
'chagrin and disappointment’ Lord Crewe had foreseen among 
members of the commercial community in one of his memoranda 
to Hardinge. 

One by one, in the next few days, the newspaper reporters 
picked up the grudges and the smarting calculations of the 
British man in the street. 'It is the European commimity that will 
suffer and every member of that community will have to bear 
the burden,’ said one gentleman under interview. 'It is quite 
likely that, Delhi being a great distributing place, goods that now 
come to Calcutta will go to Bombay and Karachi.’ Another 
entrepreneur, who had invested a lot of money in developing 
estates and building houses and blocks of fiats, was very despon¬ 
dent. 'Calcutta is done,’ he said, 'and men like myself, who have 
tried to cope with the demand for places of residence, have lost 
our money.’ The head of one of the biggest firms in the city, de¬ 
ciding that he spoke for tradespeople generally, said that 'we 
have spent a very great deal of money in recent years in order to 
cope with the business which the influx of the Government offi¬ 
cials and cold-weather visitors has brought us. Now it seems to 
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me that there will be no cold-weather season in Calcutta and we 
need not have extended at all, for our premises for the most 
part were quite big enough for the ordinary population of Cal¬ 
cutta. We arc the people who will suffer ..A man wise in the 
ways of influence remarked that *As everyone who has had deal¬ 
ings with the Government knows, little satisfaction is to be 
obtained by writing and it is only by personal contact and per¬ 
sonal explanation that we can make Government officials realize 
our needs.’ 

For weeks now, the correspondence columns of the local press 
were to be filled with letters which the sub-editors thoughtfully 
presented under the generic headline *The d^radation of Cal¬ 
cutta’. The correspondents never put their names and addresses 
to these communications; they signed them Civis, A Liberal 
Disgusted, Ichabod, Patria Cara, An old Anglo-Indian and 
Cricket Their general flavour was perfectly reproduced in one 
of the leading articles The Statesman was publishing at the time: 
Tt IS upon the Government of India and in particular upon 
Lord Hardinge that the responsibility rests for what can only be 
described as an insult to the people of Bengal and to the people 
of India, rulers and ruled alike ... The Viceroy and his Council 
decided the matter without consulting a single prominent man 
in the Province, whether official or unofficial, and then they turn 
round and plead for a generous view from the people they have 
insulted. Our answer is that before Bengal can look at the ques¬ 
tion on its merits, the men chiefly responsible for this utter 
disregard for the principles of constitutional government must 
go. Lord Hardinge has made use of his high office to mislead 
the King .. .* 

Within a few months Lord Crewe, briefing the first Governor 
of the reformed Bengal, was to characterize these people thus: 
‘The Calcutta English ... community includes, I am sure, a 
number of honest, capable and likeable people; but I am not less 
sure that they are spoilt children in many respects, full of their 
historical and social importance, anti-Indian au fond, and keen 
to scent out ‘disloyalty’ in any independent expression of 
opinion, hidebound too in class prejudices.’ And, indeed, only 
The Statesman*^ turf correspondent appears to have viewed the 
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disaster philosophically. *Woiild a diange of capital from Lon¬ 
don to the ancient capital, Winchester,* he asked his readers one 
morning, ‘have any effect upon racing at Epsom, Newmarket, 
Ascot or Doncaster?* 

Calcutta was not, of course, done, as the property developer 
had feared. There were still two or three decades left in which an 
Englishman could turn his fortune out of it. The essentials of 
its life continued, bereft only of the opportunity for some to have 
a pointed word in the most useful ears, stripped merely of the 
most glittering social functions that were patronized with a sigh 
periodically by the latest Viceregal tenant of Government House. 
Nothing but these most superior benefits of Empire was to be 
missing from the lives of the British citizens for more than a 
generation to come. Yet a line had now been broken, which 
stretched bade vividly and firmly at least to Warren Hastings 
and, in a way, even beyond to Job Chamock himself. For this 
was the first time the Raj had retreated before its subject people. 
This was symbolically the beginning of an end, not only for the 
British of Calcutta but for the alien rulers of India as a whole. 
There were even a few men, mostly in London, who could see it 
as such. And maybe they allowed themselves a wry grin when 
they realized that the moment in 1912 when it was appointed 
that Calcutta should cease to be capital of India, was none other 
than April Fool’s Day. 
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When the international and jet-propelled traveller disembarks 
at Dum Dum he finds, if he has come by the right airline, that a 
highly polished limousine awaits his pleasiire. It will be 6.30 or 
thereabouts in the morning, and the atmosphere will already be 
faintly sticky with heat and so unmistakably sweetened with a 
compound of mainly vegetable odours that the visitor can al¬ 
most taste it. He need fear no discomfort at this stage, however, 
for he is to be transported into the city in air-conditioned splen¬ 
dour behind delicately tinted windows. From this smooth and 
relaxing position he can begin to observe how the other half of 
humanity lives. From the outset he notices some things which 
are reassuringly familiar. Along the first mile of this wide and 
tarmacadamed airport road are spaced the very same collection 
of gaudy hoardings that signal the way in and out of Heathrow 
or J. F. Kennedy or Fiumidno; HTry a Little VC-iodemess*, 
says one - and some untidy idiot seems to have thrown up a col¬ 
lection of chicken coops in the shade of BOAC. Beside these 
homely reference points, however, the peculiarities of India are 
to be seen. The road is bordered by ditches and ponds, all 
brimming with water, in which women even at this hour are 
flogging garments dean, in which men are taking the first bath 
of the day. Beyond the spindle-elegant sodium lights, with buz¬ 
zards and vultures perdied on top, stand thickets of bamboo- 
and-thatch huts among avenues of palm. Along a canal, a large 
bladt barge top-heavy with hay is being poled inches at a time 
through a mass of pretty but choking mauve water hyadnth. 
And in the distance, lurking on the horizon, a range of tall 
factory chimneys is beginning to smoke. 

Calcutta is announced with a pothole or two. Then a bus is 
overtaken, such a vdiicle as the traveller has nevor seen before; 
its bodywork is battered with a thousand dents, as though an 
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army of commuters had once tried to kidt it to bits, and it is not 
only crammed with people, it has a score or so hanging off the 
platform and around the back like a cluster of grapes. It is 
lumbering and steaming into a suburban wasteland, stippled with 
blocks of dilapidated flats; and maybe Bishop Heber’s imagery 
was not so far-fetched after all, for these are not at all unlike 
some of the homes for the workers you can see in Moscow today, 
though there they are not coloured pink and they certainly 
haven’t been decorated with the hammer and sickle in crude 
whitewash on the walls. Swiftly, the outer Calcutta of these 
revolutionary symbols now coagulates into the inner Calcutta 
which is unlike anywhere else on earth. The limousine now 
lurches and rolls, for there are too many potholes to avoid. It 
rocks down cobblestoned roads lined with high factory walls 
which have an air of South Lancashire about them. It begins to 
thread its way through traffic along thoroughfares that have 
something of Bishopsgate or Holborn in their buildings. 

It is the traffic that makes it all unique. A traffic in trams 
grinding round comers, a traffic in approximately London buses 
whose radiators seem ready to burst, in gypsy-green lorries with 
*Ta-ta and By-by* and other slogans painted on the back, in 
taxis swerving all over the road with much blowing of horns, in 
rickshaws springing unexpectedly out of sidestrects, in bullock 
carts swaying ponderously along to the impediment of everyone, 
in sacred Brahmani cows and bulls nonchalantly strolling down 
the middle of the tram-tracks munching breakfast as they go. 
A traffic, too, in people who are hanging on to all forms of pub¬ 
lic transport, who are squatting cross-legged upon the counters 
of their shops, who are darting in and out of the roadways be¬ 
tween the vehicles, who are staggering under enormous loads, 
who are walking briskly with briefcases, who are lying like dead 
things on the pavements, who are drenching themselves with 
muddy water in the gutters, who arc arguing, laughing, gesticu¬ 
lating, defecating, and who are sometimes just standing still as 
though wondering what to do. There never wore so many people 
in a city at seven o’clock in the morning. Patiently the driver 
of the limousine steers his passage between and around them, 
while they pause in mid-stride to let him through, or leap to get 
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out of his way, or stare at him blankly, or curse him roundly, or 
occasionally spit in the path of his highly polished Cadillac. 
Presently, and quite remarkably, he ccmies to the end of the 
jourziey without collision and deposits the traveller and his 
luggage upon the pavement in front of an hotel. And here, the 
traveller has his first encounter with a beggar. He had better 
make the best of it, for beggary is to be with him imtil the end 
of his days in Calcutta. 

No one knows how many beggars there are in the dty; the 
only clue is the estimate that there are 400,000 men in town 
vinthout a job. There is beggary all over India, but nowhere is 
there beggary on the scale of Calcutta’s. There are not many 
places where a European can move a hundred yards in the cer¬ 
tainty that his charity will not be invoked. An old man with one 
leg, using a quarter staff in place of the other like a figure from 
Bruegel, stumps up and mutters subservience with downcast 
eyes and outstretched tin bowl. A woman rushes to your side 
and almost thrusts her sleeping child into your face, stippli- 
cating mournfully. These are commonplace figures of the land¬ 
scape. So are the children who come at you with terrible 
histrionics in which tears begin to stream and sobs become im- 
controlled and hands are held upstretched below chins to the 
cry of *No Mamma, no Papa, paise, paise’; and round the 
corner there is a dwarf woman with the same cry on her lips, 
though her bandy little legs must have been carrying her around 
for the best part of fifty years. There are beggars who are horribly 
mutilated; a small boy without feet or handSj who clumps along 
an arcade upon wooden blocks which have been strapped to his 
knees and elbows, while he holds a bowl between his teeth; a 
man who lies on his back outside the Grand Hotel, his limbs at 
grotesque angles, squirming violently while he bangs his tin 
on the ground for attention; and twenty-five yards aw'ay, an¬ 
other fellow who uses one arm as a crutch to lever the rest of an 
apparently lifeless and rigid body along, while tendons stand out 
on his neck like ropework and his mouth bares its teeth in a 
werewolf grin. It is said that many of these beggars have been 
deliberately maimed at birth, to be run in stables for more profit¬ 
able business. And there is surely a degree of tactical organiza- 
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tion to the beggary of Calcutta that is sometimes admirable. 
Where flashy Park Street turns off Chowringhee there are traffic 
lights and by these a score or more of beggars customarily stand, 
waiting for the cars and taxis to pull up at red; whereupon they 
flush from the pavement like sparrows from a hedge and pester 
the passengers who have not wound up their windows quickly 
enough; and for two years, to my certain knowledge, a woman 
with a baby and a face made hideously piebald by leuooderma 
was regularly among them. 

The average European was not conditioned to live with 
beggary of this nature in the middle of the twentieth century 
and after a while he finds himself being unpleasantly exposed by 
it. At first his conscience troubles him so much that he dispenses 
charity to all who approach him. But then, one day, a woman to 
whom he has given all his loose change counts it carefully and 
pursues him angrily for more; he finds himself looking carefully 
over his shoulder, before tossing coin in yet another bowl, to see 
how many of the beggar’s fellows are within pouncing distance; 
and before long he is giving very selectively indeed. As long as he 
remains in Calcutta he is emotionally split in two by the chil¬ 
dren who come at him and will not let him go, as though he were 
a second Pied Piper. Sometimes he has observed them being 
ordered onto him by a pavement tradesman, sometimes they are 
pestering at his left hand while a parent is beseeching at his 
right, sometimes they have been playing alone in the gutter until 
his shadow falls across their game. However they come at him, 
they eventually comer him, by their dogged persistence, by their 
interminable numbers, in a frightful dilemma of his own; for he 
finds that while half of him wants to pick them up and hug 
them, the other half would willingly kick them hard across the 
street if he dared. But the most terrible beggars of all are the 
men, women and children who shuffle into his path with a whis¬ 
per and only half a gesture of entreaty and who, when the rich 
man in a moment of excessive guilt or charity thrusts one whole 
rupee in their direction, do not take the note but stand looking 
at it blankly; for they cannot comprehend the wealth repre¬ 
sented by 6 p or 12 cents -- current coin of this time. 

The sleepers on the streets present no such problem, being 
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inert, so that they can be avoided at will. A census was made of 
them one night in 1961 and the tally was then thirty thousand; 
eight years later a local newspaper referred to seventy thousand; 
and neither figure can be taken as a precise reckoning of Cal¬ 
cutta’s utmost destitution, which could be either more or less 
than any systematic calculation. On the one hand, the city is too 
complex and sprawling for everyone living in the open to be 
accounted for; on the other, it is an observed fact that many 
people prefer to sleep on a blanket in the comparatively open air 
of the streets rather than stifle in the foetid atmosphere of a 
Calcutta slum. Nevertheless, there are vast numbers who clearly 
have nowhere else to go. They are to be found late at night and 
every morning throughout the centre of the city, lying under the 
arcades of Chowringhee and beside the standpipes of Bentinck 
Street. There are squadrons of them around the approaches to 
Howrah Station across the river, in addition to the platoons who 
sleep inside the station itself. You can find them at intervals 
along the great curving length of Lower Circular Road and you 
have to step over their bodies as you move out of the dancing 
lights of the Ballygunge crossroads. The nights of Calcutta, In¬ 
deed, flicker with the small fires made by street campers and you 
are never far from the smell of their acrid fumes; they flare and 
smoke in the angles of walls, along gutters, even beside tram 
tracks in the middle of roads. And wherever a fire is, bodies are 
huddled beside it. Sometimes they still lie there during the day 
and they are so reduced that they do not even sweat any more; 
they lie in some shade from the blistering sun, almost and 
sometimes totally naked, their hair matted, their sinews clearly 
visible, their skins bone dry and very dusty, the texture of an 
abandoned inner tube. They die like that, eventually, and the 
kites which forever swing lazily in the skies of Calcutta congre¬ 
gate in a swirling circle high above the corpse, waiting for it to 
be alone. 

Sometimes these inhabitants of the streets construct lean-tos, if 
they are in families, of any material they can find. There is a 
peculiarly awful series of them against a high brick wall at the 
bottom of Bepin Behary Ganguly Street, where it approaches the 
hubbub of Sealdah Station, in a junction which marks the spot 



CALCUTTA 


96 

where Job Chamodk’s famous tree once stood. For five himdred 
yards or so there is a confusion of packing cases, corrugated 
iron, cardboard, straw matting, odd bricks and wads of news¬ 
paper arranged into a double-decker sequence of boxes. Each 
box is approximately the size of a small pigeon loft, with room 
in it to squat and only just to kneel. No English miner would 
dream of keeping his pigeons in anything so ramshackle and 
primitive; he might, indeed, fear the attentions of the RSPCA 
if he did. In Calcutta each box, one on top of the other, is the 
sleeping and loving quarters of a family. The rest of their life 
is conducted on the pavement where they cook and play and 
quarrel together; and in the gutter, where they wash themselves 
and their rags in the gush of fractured standpipes. 

Sometimes these people are taken from the streets on the thres¬ 
hold of death. If this happens then almost certainly it will be 
because a truck has cruised that way, driven by one of Mother 
Teresa’s Missionaries of Charity; there is scarcely anyone else in 
Calcutta who will even notice their dying. But the nuns have a 
refuge specifically for dying destitutes. It is right alongside Kali’s 
temple and it is called Nirmal Hriday. It is a highly scrubbed 
and totally antiseptic shed, with little in the way of pious 
decoration. It is crammed with stretcher beds, row after row of 
them, and their moribund occupants. There are people in here in 
their twenties but hardly anyone looks less than sixty years old. 
They lie very still, blinking and clawing at food, but otherwise 
not moving at all. They have been brought here because of a 
curious and alien philosophy that has gradually been evolved in 
and out of Calcutta by these women in the white muslin saris 
that are bordered in blue; it is simply a conviction, unfathom¬ 
able to the deepest dogmas of Hinduism, that there is some 
point in bringing a human being who has been totally n^lected 
since birth to a place where he can at least die in a scrap of dig¬ 
nity and with somebody aware of his end. So the nuns move 
perpetually down the ro>ys of stretchers, dishing out food to 
those who can eat, cropping the heads of those who are lousy, 
dressing the sores of those who are rancid, mopping up the ones 
who are squittering incontinently. There are moments in Nirmal 
Hriday when a visitor can believe he has reached the backside of 
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hdL A young Englishman wrote this in his journal for 1969: 'A 
man of forty, he looked seventy - with a gangrenous 1^ - widi 
a rag wrapped round it; we had to take him outside because of 
the stench to hose his log down. The water started the blood 
flowing ova- the green flesh; bone and muscle dropped off. 
The foot was just a skeleton and you could see ri^t through his 
leg up to the knee. A crow came down and picked up a bone 
diat had fallen from his foot (they*re hungry, too). My stomach 
didn’t think much of this and added to the mess flowing down 
the drain.’ When these people die they are not given a Christian 
burial; the nuns would think that profanity; they are given the 
cremation and the consignment to the water that they and their 
ancestors have always craved. Occasionally they do not die, they 
are restored to a kind of health, and they are gently asked to 
leave, to make room for more of the really dying. There are 
always plenty of those. 

Mother Teresa’s nuns are also almost the only people who 
care for Calcutta’s lepers, and there are reckoned to be some¬ 
thing between 35,000 and 40,000 of those. With one exception, 
the hospitals cannot or will not take them and when the police 
find a leper wandering at night in the rich suburb of Alipore, it 
is the missionary convent they ring for a truck to convey the 
wretch out of the way. Most of the lepers have to fend for them¬ 
selves, but the nuns look after eight colonies containing ten thou¬ 
sand around the dty. One lies beyond the slaughterhouse at 
Entally, where Calcutta begins to ooze out into the eastern 
swamplands. It is a smoky, grimy, industrialized area with 
cobbled streets that are permanendy choked with cows of skin 
and bone and not much else, which are mysteriously no longer 
sacred and which are being driven in lurching procession to the 
butcher; or which, having sometimes dropped dead en route, are 
carried the rest of the way lashed to carts pushed by men, their 
carcases flopping ghoulishly, their eyeballs glaring at the gritty 
sky. A few hundred yards further, on the other side of a railway 
bridge, not far from a vast garbage dump, upon the muddy 
banks of a creek, is the leper colony of Dhapa. 

There are people here in various stages of disease. Some lie on 
beds inside mud huts wifo their limbs banda^d. A boy sits 
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against an outside wall, his arms and legs smeared with a blue 
ointment; next to him is another child with finger stumps which 
are raw and quietly bleeding. There are lepers in die early stages 
of mutilation helping lepers who have already been crippled for 
life. A woman uses the grey stump of her hand like a wooden 
spoon to stir a pot of steaming liquid, for it has no feeling left, 
and the ghastly image that comes to a Western mind is of some 
particularly hellish production of the witches* scene in Macbeth. 
Next to her a gaudy pop-art representation of Kali has been 
propped against the wall alongside an iron trident garlanded 
with marigolds. The nuns come once a week with medicines and 
call in regularly to treat the worst cases; they also bring cats to 
keep down the rats from the garbage dump and the slaughter¬ 
house, which would otherwise begin to chew a leprous limb with¬ 
out its owner even noticing. But the lepers are mainly on their 
ovm, looking after each other, making shoes to raise some kind 
of income, having children and now usually managing to rear 
them free of leprosy, with the nuns to keep an eye on things and 
administer drugs; for it is possible to halt the disease in its 
tracks provided you act early enough, when the first scaliness 
appears on the skin. A patient tries to convey what it is like, 
when you find you must make your life at Dhapa: ^Mother, I 
am an educated man. I was a clerk in a very good position. I 
earned 650 rupees per month. One day the neighbours got up a 
petition and said his face not properly well, children in the 
compound, and the police came. The police came and said 
within two days I must go. I said what must I do. They say you 
are an educated man, make your own arrangement. Then I 
know only Mother Teresa will help me. I am an educated man 
and my motto is leprosy is not a disgrace, it is an illness.* 

The destitutes and the lepers represent the extremities of Cal- 
cutta*s poverty. The norm is in a sense even more appalling. For 
that is what this society appears to have settled for on behalf of 
huge proportions of its people. In the city of Calcutta proper, the 
heart of this sprawling metropolis bordering the Hooghly, there 
are something over three million people. More than a third of 
them live in slums, of which die most notorious kind is the 
registered slum, or bustee. The figure generally quoted for the 
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number of bustee dwellers is 700,000, but as that was an estimate 
made in 1961 the true figure will now be considerably greater. 
The bustee is legally defined by municipal act as an area of land 
occupied by a collection of huts not less than ten cottahs (which 
is one sixth of an acre) in extent. It is, moreover, a definition of 
ownership and tenant relationships, not a description of build¬ 
ing characteristics. It involves three parties: one is the owner of 
the land, who pays Corporation taxes and leases parts of the 
holding to others; another is the thika tenant or hut owner, who 
builds dwellings on the land, pays the landlord for the privilege 
and rents out the rooms he has constructed; at the bottom of the 
pile comes the bustee dweller, paying his rent to the thika tenant, 
ultimately obliged to the landlord. In 1967 it was estimated that 
there were 20,000 thika tenants in the city proper, owning 30,000 
huts between them, each producing an average of Rs 80 a month 
in rent. But the bustee is an awful fact of life throughout the 
metropolitan area of Calcutta. People lie in bustees from Budge 
Budge in the South to Kanchrapara in the North, which is even 
higher up the Hooghly than that old Dutch settlement of Chin- 
surah. Some of the nastiest are to be found directly across the 
river, in the twin city of Howrah, which is to Calcutta what 
Southwark is to London, what Birkenhead is to Liverpool, what 
The Bronx is to Manhattan. 

There is a typical bustee out near Calcutta's second university 
at Jadavpore. It starts on the edge of upstanding middle-class 
houses and it trails off into the railway lines; so many bustees 
do. The huts are made of wattle, they have tiled roofs, they have 
mud floors. They are so congested that there is nowhere more 
than an arm’s span in the dirt-track lanes that separate one row 
from another. And open drains run down the middle of each 
lane, so that you tend to walk them at the straddle. People sit in 
these lanes chopping wood, cooking at open fires, even buying 
and selling at tiny stalls. As many as seven or eight sleep in one 
room of a shanty, for which they pay Rs 10 to 15 a month to 
their thika tenant. There is no electricity, which means that there 
are no fans; and the fan in Calcutta is a minimal necessity of life 
for any European, no luxury for any Indian. There is a stand¬ 
pipe providing water for 125 people. There is also the khatal. 



zoo 


CALCUTTA 


The kfaatal is the rich man's method of staUins his cattle upon 
the premises of the poor. Every bustee contains them; it is one 
way of acquiring a minute income from the rich man, and there 
is also the consideration of dung which can be collected, shaped 
into small pats, placed upon the baked eardi for drying in the 
sun, and then used as fud for the fires. The people have to put 
up with the filth of these dozen beasts, sitting there tethered 
under a shady roof in the middle of their homes, and they also 
have to find vegetation for the wretched animals to eat. In ex- 
diange they are allowed to milk them, as long as the cows ate 
not dry. The rich man expects to be paid for the milk, of course; 
he comes down to the bustee once a month to settle his financial 
transactions with the people. 

There are other forms of slum in Calcutta. Up at Baranagar, 
which is almost within sight of the Howrah Bridge, there is a 
jute mill which was built and profitably maintained for nearly 
a century by Scotsmen. Eventually it passed into the hands of 
Indians, who run it now, almost a modd of its kind. It is circum¬ 
scribed by a high brick wall and in spite of the purely Indian 
setting - the long row of cooped-up stalls across the street, their 
owners cross-legged on the coimter, the bicyde rickshaws being 
pedalled laboriously, with much ringing of bells, over the cobbles 
- in spite of all this, the essence of die mill and its vicinity is 
still ridiculously British. That raw red bride with its patina of 
dirt, that gateway with a wrought-iron ardi curving above it, 
those factory attendants in khaki dungarees cheddng people in 
and out, those workmen wheeling their bicycles away after a 
shift, are all part of an industrial landscape which originated 
half way across the earth and which can still be seen in a thou¬ 
sand examples from Dimdee to Bolton and back again. The 
street curves downhill sUghdy, alongside the high wall, towards 
the river, where the mill has its private pier for barges come to 
collect its gunny sacks and its other makings of jute. And at the 
bottom, on the bank of the river, those Scotsmen built some 
homes for their workers; for their Indian foremen, to be predse. 

Tliey stand in terrace rows and they are made of the same 
glazed brick as the factory, a couple of storeys high. They con¬ 
tain a total of 630 rooms and 1,500 people inhabit them. One 
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room on the ground floor is xo ft by 6ft and three men share it; 
there is space inside for nothing but them, a string from one wall 
to the other with clothes hanging from it, half a dozen metal 
cooking vessels and a few religious pictures tacked into the 
brickwork. But they have themselves added a short bamboo 
porch to give them a little extra space for a kitchen of sorts, a 
small angular horseshoe shape two bricks high; an open drain 
runs within two feet of it. The men live here by themselves be¬ 
cause, like so many men in Calcutta, they find that ends can be 
made to meet more often if the wife and children stay behind 
in the village, which may be somewhere in the back of Bengal 
or even farther afield. Once a year these three men return to 
their families for two months allotted leave, a fortnight of it 
paid. Each collects Rs 200 a month for a forty-eight hour week 
and absolutely no chance of overtime. He has six per cent of his 
wages deducted for an unemployment benefit scheme. He spends 
Rs 70 a month on keeping himself alive. The rest he sends home 
to his family. These three men have lived like this since they 
came to Calcutta in 1956. By the norms of the city, they are not 
too badly off, even though the pumps of unfiltered water sup¬ 
plied by the company work out at one for every hundred people, 
even though the solitary latrine for the whole colony of 1,500 is 
so foul that most people instead take to the Hooghly, 

There is also a little electricity here, not in the rooms of course, 
which don’t even have ventilation, but enough to provide two 
or three lamp standards along the end of the terrace rows. And at 
night, in the pools of light these create, this colony of company 
slums can be seen as a hauntmg throwback to a distant age in a 
distant place. People sit upon their haunches in the lamplight 
and gamble with cards; they lean and gossip beside small stalls 
which are set up even in here, with shelves bearing spices m jars, 
tobacco in boxes and garish glassy beads threaded into necklaces 
and bangles on string. On the outer rim of the light, where the 
thick shadows fade and the deep blackness begins, grey figures 
steal back and forth, quarrel by one of the pumps, sit very still 
with their backs to a wall and squat upc»n their heels to piss in a 
gutter. There are flickering lights from oil lamps inside some of 
the buildings. There is iron-blue smoke from fires drifting in 
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small clouds fust above head height. There are mangy dogs, 
their coats almost bald with disease and undernourishment, 
scavenging listlessly in corners. It will have been something like 
this in the stews of Whitechapel early in the nineteenth century. 

The sewerage of Calcutta is from the same era, as the city 
approaches the last quarter of the twentieth century. Along the 
whole thirty-mile length of Greater Calcutta there is not much 
of even remotely modem sewerage, and modem in this context 
means anything up to a hundred years old. Instead there is what 
they call the service privy. This is a small brick shed with a plat¬ 
form above a large earthenware bowl to receive the shit; it is 
usually fully exposed and unprotected from flies. It is supposed 
to be emptied daily by Calcutta Corporation, but things do not 
happen that way in Calcutta. It is sometimes wedks before the 
Corporation sweepers arrive. Even with the service at its best, 
the bowl has usually long since overflowed across the surround¬ 
ing ground. Hovio-ah, with a population of half a million, con¬ 
tains nothing but service privies. Apart from Howrah and the 
city proper, there are 126,000 of them in Greater Calcutta. The 
city itself has another 42,000. Its bustees alone contain 17,000. 
Unutterably nasty as the service privy is for those who must use 
it, its implications are much more awful than mere squalor. It 
represents the beginnings of cholera, of every other gastro-intes- 
tinal disease in creation, with smallpox and tuberculosis thrown 
in as well. For the stinking mess around the bustee's privy is 
washed straight into the ponds and tanks of water in which the 
people clean themselves and their clothes and their cooking uten¬ 
sils. Every year, when the monsoon falls, the incidence of cholera 
in Calcutta rises from its service privies. It is endemic and some¬ 
times it is epidemic; in 1958 there were 4,900 cases and 1,765 
deaths in Calcutta City alone. And this place is not much 
equipped for the medical care and attention of its poor people. 
In the whole of West Bengal there is not even one hospital bed for 
every thousand people. It occasionally happens that an ambu¬ 
lance takes a sick man to hospital, where the doctors refuse to 
treat him, whereupon he is returned by ambulance whence he 
came; which, as often as not, is to the pavement. 

It is just possible for the Western mind, contemplating Cal- 
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cutta from a safe distance, to grasp some of the incidence of its 
poverty. It is almost impossible, except from personal experience, 
to understand how congested the poverty is. But some compara- 
tive figures can give an inkling. Calcutta is obviously one of the 
most overcrowded places on earth. In fact, the last time anyone 
made a count (between 1961 and 1963), it was foimd that the 
city contained 102,010 people per square mile. Even by Indian 
standards this was an enormous density. Calcutta’s nearest rival 
at the time was Ahmedabad, with 56,540 people per square mile; 
in Delhi the figure was 41,280, in Bangalore it was 49,220. In 
1963, the city the Western world laments as the most shockingly 
overcrowded it knows. New York, contained 27,900 people per 
square mile. The average figure for twenty-two cit:ig5 in the 
Central United States was 13,500; Los Angeles rated an agora¬ 
phobic 7,870. Figures do not diminish in Calcutta; the density 
will be appreciably greater by now. In 1961 the average dwelling 
along the Hooghly consisted of 1-55 rooms, with three people 
living in each room. But in 1957 it was calculated that seventy- 
seven per cent of all the families in Calcutta had less than forty 
square feet of living space per person. 

Life is squalid, it is claustrophobic and it somehow continues 
on a pittance. A man earning Rs 200 a month by tending a loom 
in a jute mill at Baranagar is a princeling among such people. He 
is, for a start, at least semi-skilled, which means that he will 
have had some education in a city where sixty-four per cent of 
the adults are illiterate. And he is comparatively secure in his 
employment. So, in a smaller way, is a man like Bheddari Posh- 
man, who at the age of sixty-five pulls a rickshaw through the 
pouring traffic of Calcutta. It is not his own rickshaw, of course; 
the middleman flourishes in India as he flourishes nowhere else; 
the rickshaw man rents his vehicle for one rupee a day irom a 
fellow who owns forty of them. He then runs and trots and jogs 
anything between ten and twenty miles a day to make a living. 
He charges his customers anything between an equivalent of ip 
and ip a mile, which means that he earns Rs 3 to Rs 7 a day, 
with takings on the higher side on Saturday and Sundays; for he 
keeps going seven days in the week. Poshman manages to do this, 
in spite of his sixty-five years, on a diet which one would have 
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diou^t insufficient even to keep him standing on his legs with¬ 
out support. At the start of the day ffiere is eight ounces of rice 
or a similar amount of the cereal called chhatu, mund with some 
chili and onion for flavour; there is some tea around noon, and 
chappatis in the evening. Nothing else. Nevertheless, this is still 
living on a slightly higher income than the infinite number who 
are employed as servants in Calcutta. 

In 1965 the American Woman*s Qub of the city compiled an 
instructive booklet for the guidance of new members recently 
arrived from the States. It included prevailing wage rates for 
servants, and it should be borne in mind that in many cases the 
terms of engagement probably meant that the emplo3ree ate at 
his employer’s expense on top of his wage, and his lodging in a 
shed at the back of the house; though whether this also allowed 
him to carry food away to his immediate relations would depend 
upon individual American or European generosity. The instruc¬ 
tions to the new hirer of servants went as follows: 

Bearer - Rs 90 to Rs 120 or more a month. The higher paid 
bearers act as butler-bearers, combining the duties of serving 
man with those of major domo. Cook - Rs 90 to Rs 110 a month. 
Does marketing and cooking. Cook^bearer - Rs 100 to Rs 125 a 
month. Acts as cook and bearer usually for a single person or 
for a couple. Occasionally may be employed by a larger family 
Sweeper - Rs 60 to Rs 75 a month. Does cleaning and heavy 
work. Ayah or nanny - Rs 60 to Rs 75 a month. Takes care of 
children. The ayah usually doesn’t live in. The nanny is usually 
a more experienced person, lives in and receives higher pay. 
Personal ayah - Rs 35 to Rs 75 a month, depending upon whether 
the service is full or part-time. Acts as lady’s maid, washes, irons 
and mends women’s clothing, etc. Single women with jobs find 
a part-time ayah a great help. In homes with pre-teen or teenage 
girls it is suggested that an ayah be hired as a personal maid¬ 
servant for the women of the family. Driver - Rs 130 to Rs 165 
a month. Drives and takes care of the car. Mali (gardener) - 
Rs 60 to Rs 75 a month. Takes care of the garden. Durtvan 
(guard) - Rs 60 to Rs 80 a month. Acts as watchman and gate¬ 
keeper. Dhobi (laundryman) - Rs 45 to Rs 50 a month. For a 
part-time employee who washes, irons all Imens and clothing. 
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Including the servants* uniforms two or three times a week. Rs 70 
to Rs 80 or more for a full-time employee for large families who 
require daily service. He may live in. Rs 30 or more for ironing 
only, for families who have their own washing machines. 

Living in, it should be explained, means the shed at the back 
of the premises. It does not mean having a room in a household 
of Westerners. The servants, as likely as not, dwell in the nearest 
bustce. 

The strains of life at this level are sometimes quite alien to the 
experience of the Western world, and at the most there will be 
merely suggestions of them in the slums of Southern Europe and 
jhe poor men*s ghettoes of North America. They could only be 
guessed at in Calcutta until a year or two ago. But towards the 
end of 1968 the Anthrop>ological Survey of India, whose head¬ 
quarters stand just oflF Chowringhee, began eight months’ study 
of life in one bustee which has been sunk just beyond the glow of 
neon lights near Rashbehari Avenue, in the South of the city. 
There are sixty-one hutments here, almost all of one storey on a 
couple of acres, with mud or brick walls, with tin or tiled roofs. 
Each of them contains anything from eight to forty families. 
There are 2,451 people altogether, mostly Bengalis, seasoned 
with immigrants from Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, Orissa and Nepal. 
They represent something like forty different castes between 
them. The vast majority of them have come to Calcutta from 
the villages of Eastern India but the next largest group are some 
of the refugees who have been flowing into the city from East 
Pakistan ever since Partition in 1947; after them come a handful 
whose life began in some other Calcutta slum, and there is a 
sprinkling of people who once knew something a bit better than 
this in some other Indian city. They are labourers and ayahs, 
masons and lathe-operatives, tram conductors and office peons, 
and they pay monthly rents between Rs 9 and Rs 35 for each 
room. For this there is a service privy and an open bathing 
space to each hut. There are seven tubewells and two taps of 
water for the entire bustee. Right alongside this is the kothabari, 
the middle-class land of bricks and mortar rising to a couple of 
storeys (homes arc mostly no higher than that in Calcutta), of 
commercial hoardings and street lights of neon which glare so 
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fiercely at night that the bustee seems to be a place of total 
blackness with half a dozen guttering candles to mark that it is 
there at all. It requires some courage for an outsider to step alone 
into such a place after dusk. 

There are 441 families in the bustee and for most of them 
income can be almost anything up to Rs 150 a month. In many, 
the wife is out earning money in the morning and evening and 
it is the man who is cooking, cleaning and caring for the chil¬ 
dren. A newly-married couple may go to the cinema two or three 
times in the first few months, but after that recreation together 
generally stops. When the wife is at home the man takes himself 
to a tea shop or plays cards near a street lamp with his friends. 
The women do not often have friends, only acquaintances. The 
wives living in the same hut often cooperate in family matters, 
but it is usually for what each can get out of the other later on; 
they quarrel and fight a great deal. So do the husbands and 
wives. The women, with the self-esteem of earning power, some¬ 
times call their husbands *Dokno’ or she-man and say *I am not 
afraid of him; I do not depend on him.* And sometimes men 
say *I have not allowed my wife to work in spite of the hardship 
I have to endure, because then she will no longer obey me.* 

Where the man is the only bread-winner, the wife is subser¬ 
vient and gets no help at all in domestic affairs. The children of 
both sexes are taught to cook and do other chores from an early 
age; the local primary schoolteacher is frequently asked by a 
parent to let a small boy go home early so that he can prepare 
rice for the family. From the age of eight the boys begin to stay 
away from home. By the time they are twelve they have usually 
started a job and they spend most of the’money on themselves; 
the girls usually get jobs as servants a little later. The parents 
complain that their children are not respectful once they have 
ceased to be infants, but what they really mean is that they are 
disobedient. Children frequently abuse their parents in sexual 
terms; they are not very old when they start to beat their parents, 
and this frequently continues for the rest of their lives together. 
Abuse and beating is common among brothers and sisters as well, 
and the relationships between them soon become as impersonal 
as those between people without blood ties. A young man is 
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known to borrow money from his elder brother at five per cent 
interest. 

A striking thing about the people of the bustee, in a land 
where kinship is highly esteemed, is how little contact they have 
with relations outside the immediate family. It is usually only 
the husbands who maintain any contact at all with adult brothers 
and sisters, aunts and uncles and cousins. Some people have 
difficulty in recalling the name of their grandparents. And when 
there is a marriage in the bustec, only the very closest relatives 
attend. Yet somehow, marriages seem to stand the strain of this 
life surprisingly well. The rate of husbands deserting their wives 
is under five per cent, though there are fifty unmarried couples 
who, on one side or the other, abandoned earlier unions. There 
is a certain unspecified amount of illicit sex by both men and 
women who are married. 

There are obvious reasons why relatives should lose contact 
with each other. One is the expense of travel and another is the 
difficulty as well as the expense of accommodating someone who 
might have come to Calcutta from a home village in Bihar to see 
a son or a niece. But the moral obligations of family hospitality 
also break down because one side has become wealthier than the 
other. A man living in the bustee will not visit his aunt and her 
husband who reside in the adjacent kothabari because he feels 
they are above his station, and the residents of the kothabari will 
certainly never descend to the bustee. A small trader who lived in 
the bustee for three years eventually moved out to Jadavpore, 
because he thought it would improve his wider family relation¬ 
ships. Moreover, a middle-class Indian can be shocked (you can 
smell it coming off the pages of the anthropologist’s report) by 
some of the relationships that do occur in the bustee. *I had,* he 
writes, 'opportunity to observe the behavioural pattern between 
“vasur” (husband’s elder brother) and younger brother’s wife, 
between daughter-in-law and mother-in-law, son-in-law and 
mother and father-in-law, between maternal nephew and uncle, 
etc. In all cases the element of respect seems to be lacking and the 
social distance has been shortened considerably. Smokii^ biri or 
cutting joke with elderly persons has become common. Normally 
a brother’s wife when talking with “vasur” must veil herself and 
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use a gentle tone and should show no petulance. The “vasur” on 
the other hand, should be reserved in his behaviour.. Though this 
is the ideal norm, none of these conventions are observed in the 
bustee. I have at least one case to show that sexual relations exist 
between “vasur” and his younger brother’s wife.’ And sadly, he 
notes two cases of incest five years previously, the families having 
since left the bustee. 

Fifty yards away is the towering kothabari, but it is a world 
apart from the bustee, inhabited by the babus of the bhadralok 
class who are separated from these slum dwellers by education, 
wealth and general demeanour. Not by caste; twenty-eight of the 
bustee families were born at the Brahmin level of Hinduism, 
which is as high as a mortal can be in this order of things. Prac¬ 
tically every other caste is represented there in descending steps 
of precedence. And none of them deal with the lowest babu 
except in the relationship of master and servant, tradesman 
and customer. Yet the bustee dwellers have no strong feeling of 
community among themselves, in spite of their shared squalor 
and poverty. A man who has lived there as long as anyone knows 
everybody inhabiting the same hut and almost everybody living 
along the same lane; but what he knows is simply their name, 
which hut they live in and what job they do. A common saying 
there is 'People will be good to you as long as you please them’, 
and mutual help doesn’t often get beyond one family siding with 
another for a specific purpose. Even when there is a marriage or a 
death here, where people are living tightly on top of each other, 
the majority are merely sympathetic watchers. A few years ago 
the Calcutta Rotary Club decided to try and improve conditions 
in the bustee, with the help of the inhabitants. The plan col¬ 
lapsed because the inhabitants wouldn’t stir themselves, they 
wouldn’t even find a few paise each month to keep the paths 
and drains clean. When they had grievances or wanted anything 
done, they preferred to argue it out with their thika tenants 
rather than turn to any well-meaning group of outsiders. 

The poverty-stricken of Calcutta are not always as apathetic 
as that suggests. You can find colonies of refugees who have 
hauled themselves a little way out of the gutter, which is where 
most of them begin life in the dty. They will have arrived, as 
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their kinsmen are still arriving from East Pakistan, with nothing 
but their rags, a bundle of cooking things and other small posses¬ 
sions. They will have found a length of pavement which has not 
yet been tenanted, they will immediately have gone a-scavenging 
round the backsides of warehouses and shops, for packing 
cases, decrepit dustbins, tattered tarpaulin and pieces of rope; 
and, soon, yet another shanty of refuse will be obstructing the 
pedestrians in the shadow of Howrah Bridge or the evening 
strollers along the willowy fringes of the Dhakuria Lake. But 
then the men of the colony will discover a piece of ground with 
greater possibilities and the entire shanty collection will be 
moved onto it with speed, lest other incomers stake their claim 
first. They will stick together, these people, bound by tics of 
distant blood and communal flight and equal dispossession, and 
some of them will get jobs in this overpoweringly awful but still 
bountiful city, and money will be saved and used with the finest 
calculation. 

One day, the visitor will encounter Air Chatterjee, lately of 
Dacca, now of Gariahat, who will invite him to come and inspect 
the marvel that has been wrought in twenty laborious years. 
The marvel will be four hundred families inhabiting pucca 
dwellings, brick or cemented sheds but very pucca nonetheless, 
built by the refugees themselves. There will be tolerable space 
between these dwellings, maybe two arm spans or a little more. 
There will be fans and electric lights inside each home. There 
will be three long sheds and these, Mr Chatterjee will proudly 
explain, are schoolrooms which they have constructed themselves 
and which they have staffed out of their own resources. And then 
he will ask you kindly to notice the lamp posts dotted here and 
there throughout the colony. They represent the largest triumph 
of all; for in the face of all this self-help over two decades, the 
Corporation’s heart has lately been melted and only last week the 
visitor would have been able to watch municipal employees erect¬ 
ing the last concrete post and installing the final sodium light 
fitting. 

There is a much harsher self-help than that, and it is repre¬ 
sented at its nimblest by the kangali. The kangalis have an 
equivalent in almost every great city of the world, and the 
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scugnizzi of Naples are probably the closest to them in the West. 
For the kangali, too, is the child of the streets. If he ever knew 
his parentage, he probably left it behind in a bustee. He is more 
likely to have been born on a pavement and to have been aban¬ 
doned there; in which case he will have been lucky, some say, not 
to have been picked up by the lackey of some frightful creature 
who might have bound up his soft limbs, or even worse, so that 
he would grow misshapen and maimed, the more effectively and 
profitably to function thereafter as the most pitiable of beggars. 
A kangali will say, with more unblinking nonchalance than any¬ 
one ought to have between the ages of six and twelve, that he is 
an orphan, or that his father is a drunk, or a gaolbird who has 
been wrongfully imprisoned, or even - in a flight of not im¬ 
probable fancy - a murderer. But now he, the kangali, has freed 
himself from the dragging burden of this domestic presence, or 
the lack of it. He has become one of a small band of little 
brothers and they have a total freedom of the streets. 

The kangali is not a begger. He offers service for money. You 
meet him when you have parked your car on your way to the 
cinemas of Chowringhec, or when you are bent on one of the 
brassy night clubs of Park Street. He is going through the 
motions of windscreen-cleaning before you have even turned off 
the engine and, sahib, he will guard your property while you are 
gone in exchange for a rupee. He guards it well, in company 
with his brothers. And if you think that, in the prevailing eco¬ 
nomy of Calcutta, his rates are rather on the high side, you will 
do well to remember that if you turn him down, the evening 
will be much more expensive in the long run, when you have re¬ 
turned to a vehicle which has lost three door-handles, two wind¬ 
screen wipers and one petrol cap at least. So keen is the kangali 
to be of assistance to allcomers that when a friend drops you 
from his car in Strand Road, so that you can dawdle over a 
Hooghly sunset, a kangali will be asking you, burra sahib, 
whether you now require a taxi before your foot has even touched 
the pavement. 

Thus he acquires his small competence in life. He docs not 
acquire enough capital to set himself up as a shoeshine boy very 
often, and even where he did and began to collect his parapher- 
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nalia of polishes and brushes and shoe>bo 3 c, he would face the 
vicious jungle law of Calcutta commerce and be troimced from 
his stand by many larger shoeshine bo^ than he, with wives and 
children to support out of their small foothold among the smart 
set. Something more than a beggar, then, something less than a 
tradesman, the kangali spends his rupees on the cinema. Or he 
purchases cigarettes; not those raw tobacco leaves tied with cot* 
ton, an inch and a half of perfumery which will only bum as 
long as you suck, which are sold in Kensington Market in 
London as *real Indian cigars* but which in Calcutta are called 
beedies and known as the poor man’s gasper; not beedies, but 
genuine babu cigarettes, like Gold Flake and Capstan and other 
products of the Imperial Tobacco Company. 

He does not spend his money on quarters or food. He sleeps 
with his fellows on the pavement or in a park. He eats what the 
restaurants or others have thrown away. At night you can see 
these small boys rummaging among the great stinking middens 
that are dumped on Bendnck Street or at the start of Lower 
Chitpore Road. They are collecting bones with fragments of 
meat still sticking to them, scraps of green vegetable that have 
been discarded as refuse, spoonsful of rice that have been 
scraped from the half-finished plates of wealthy diners. And 
twice a day they repair to their particular piece of pavement, or 
their comer in the park, to cook up this pottage and consume it 
with relish; for they are growing boys, and they are always 
himgry. 

They are also firm in their adherence to a gang. They stick 
together in half dozens under a leader who is slightly older and 
tougher than the rest, who maintains a form of discipline among 
them, who determines what their next communal strategy shall 
be. This is very rarely a form of crime; these are not chhentai, 
which is the Bengali label attached to a pickpocket or a thiCF who 
snatches and runs. They will affront the law half a dozen times a 
day and it is useless to tell them that something is illegal or 
frowned upon even by this all-embracing society, for they will 
just giggle in your face. It is pointless to throw religious precepts 
at them, for they are irreligious and a Hindu temple is merely 
another place where they can scrounge food or money. But be- 
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fore the kangali bands turn to theft, they will assiduously 
scavenge for rags, for paper, for empty bottles, for anything at 
all that can be sold in a city where absolutely everything has a 
place and a price on the market. They will take care of each 
other, going without food to provide more for one who is sick. 
They will sometimes play like children, though their games will 
probably be with incomplete packs of cards discovered in some 
dustbin and their stakes will be cigarette butts and occasionally 
cash. The one thing they will not do, as long as they remain 
kangalis, is surrender their urchin freedom to any more beholden 
way of life. Only as a kangali reaches his teens does he begin to 
find substitute allegiances and excitements for those provided by 
his gang. He is finally seduced by sex, like many a boyo before 
him, and presently discovers that the need to mind the burra 
sahib’s car, to nail the flimsiest sort of income, is even more 
imr>erative than it was when he was simply an orphan of the 
streets. 

A few of his fellows will doubtless mature into goondas. The 
goonda, when fully fledged and at the height of his powers, is 
almost the nastiest customer in Calcutta. A straightforward defi¬ 
nition in the dictionary will call him a ruffian, but in Bengal he 
is a ruffian who is prepared to kill and rob as well as to brawl in 
back alleys. The police detectives, who study goondas as closely 
as anyone, are apt to place their origins far away in the time of 
the East India Company and toss up a quotation from Macaulay 
to emphasize their point. And, indeed, his Lordship did once 
write that ‘The servants of the Company obtained, not for their 
employers but for themselves, a monopoly of almost the whole 
internal trade. They forced the natives to buy dear and sell 
cheap ... Every servant of a British factor was armed with all 
the power of his master, and his master was armed with all the 
power of the Company. Enormous fortunes were thus rapidly 
accumulated at Calcutta, while thirty million of human beings 
were reduced to the last extremity of wretchedness. They had 
been accustomed to live under t5Tanny, but never tyranny like 
this.’ Having fed you Macaulay, the detectives will remind you 
that these wealthy British Moguls employed armed servants, 
called paiks or lathials, to attend to their defensive and offensive 
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interests. When the Indian Mutiny was over and the Company 
was disbanded, the Queen Empress ordered the dissolution of 
these small private commandos and the dismissed paiks and 
lathials promptly began to use on their own acooimt their highly 
cultivated skills of bullying, blackmail and robbery. 

These, say the detectives with assurance, were the spiritual 
ancestors of the goondas; and though that isn’t faultless history 
- for the dacoit was somewhat in the same line of business even 
before Job Chamock came to Bengal - it isn’t entirely beside the 
point. The Goonda Act of 1923 was directed against political 
hotheads as much as barefaced brigands and the true goonda’s 
most immediate model was the mobster who appeared in num¬ 
bers during the Second World War, when Calcutta was a strate¬ 
gic centre of South-east Asia Qimmand and there was a vast and 
illicit traffic in military equipment, military rations and military 
luxuries; when some highly respectable members of local society 
needed good men and true to help them seize this main chance 
and no questions asked. And shortly after, there were two years 
of almost continuous communal riots, in which the strong-arm 
men were able to consolidate a distinctive position in the dty 
and an tmhealthy respect. 

The goonda will generally have taken to his trade in the 
middle of his teens and he will be at the peak of his unpleasant 
performance between the ages of twenty-one and twenty-five. 
More likely than not he will live in a bustee or, if not there, in a 
building of some sort; he is very rarely homeless. He probably 
lives in Central Calcutta, thou^ he is almost as likely to come 
from somewhere north of Chowringhce and is scarcely ever 
based in Alipore or any of the richer southern suburbs. If he has a 
comparatively regular income it will not often amount to Rs 250 
a month, and more frequently it will be less than Rs 100. And 
while the city’s prisons at any time will accommodate goondas 
who have come from all India, even from China and from 
Burma, the vast majority are bom and bred in Calcutta; but 
very few refugees find their way there, and those that do tend to 
be novices. Very rarely do goondas have much in the way of 
education, though when the police made a close investigation of 
those in their custody some years ago they discovered that two 
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were good painters, twelve were decent singers, three could play 
the tabla (the drum that accompanies the sitar) and one wrote 
tolerable poetry. There was also an international footballer 
among them. 

The goonda is not always a splendid physical specimen. He 
tends to be more efficient with a medium build and he is very 
often handicapped in some way, minus an eye or a hand, or 
totally deaf. But always he has an excellent pair of legs. His 
choice of weapon depends upon his state of health. A dagger or a 
knife is commonplace, a pistol belongs to the most successful 
and to those with the greatest reputation in the hierarchy of 
goondas. Then there is the bomb, which is frequently just a 
bottle of soda water used as a formidable missile; you shake it 
vigorously until the gas is almost on the point of bursting the 
glass, whereupon you hurl it and generally achieve a most spec¬ 
tacular effect. Policemen in Calcutta long ago discovered that a 
well-trained goonda with only one hand was capable of throwing 
ten soda-water bottles a minute, which is quite enough to keep a 
crowd at bay twenty-five yards away. And this is what a com¬ 
paratively weak goonda uses for his getaways, though the ma¬ 
jority will mix their bombing of strong opposition with their 
knifing of feeble adversaries. This desperate talent is sometimes 
employed in the course of direct robbery and looting, and it 
is frequently placed at the disposal of the shiftier gentlemen of 
Calcutta’s commerce, who deem it prudent to equip themselves 
with protectors against rivals in trade and amorality, and some¬ 
times against the police; they, at any rate, are in a direct line 
of descent from those old Nabobs and their henchmen. But for 
twenty-five years, at least, the goondas have made profitable 
alliances with the party politicians of Bengal, who have found 
them extraordinarily effective in resolving any uncertainties that 
might linger in the mind of a peasant voter as polling day ap¬ 
proaches. No one party has had a monopoly of their services on 
these occasions, or even for sustained campaigning in between. 
The goondas have found themselves in the role of highly- 
esteemed party workers on behalf of at least ten different varieties 
of Communism, within the merely tepid ranks of Indian social¬ 
ism and, as much as anywhere, among the political descendants 
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of Mr Gandhi, who now manipulate Congress in all its inter¬ 
necine manifestations. 

The goonda’s prey can thus be almost anyone at all, and it is 
possible that those who suffer most from his terrorism arc the 
very poorest people in Calcutta, who must be bludgeoned or 
bribed into a political allegiance they will not otherwise follow, 
or those hundreds of thousands in the city who live in genteel 
poverty and who offer some source of plunder without the means 
to defend it. Many of these last arc refugee families from East 
Bengal. Their ancestors will have been zamindars and not so 
very long ago they themselves will have had great land holdings 
on the other side of the delta, with mansions of substance much 
patrolled by servants. But because they are Hindu and not 
Muslim they will have found, one agonizing day after the 1947 
Partition, that the balance of local power was no longer to be 
endured and they will have assembled what possessions they 
could move and what money they could promptly convert to 
cash and carry on their persons, and they will have bumped 
and lurched across the border in a bullock carl or a rattletrap 
car or a collapsing lorry, leaving the bulk of their wealth behind 
them. And so you discover them one day in Calcutta. 

They are dwelling now - Papa, Mamma, three children and 
perhaps a grandparent as well - in three rooms high above a 
street, though they also make use of the roof to hang out their 
washing and to get out of each other’s way from time to time. 
Papa will have secured a job as an insurance clerk and Mamma, 
being literate too, will have contemplated looking for work but 
after a dozen years will still be undecided, for such a thing is not 
quite seemly for a lady of gentle birth. A mutual friend will take 
you to them. You will remove your shoes on their threshold 
after climbing two flights up a dingy and commtmal staircase 
(for there are other families in this building, so many that your 
hosts have quite lost count) which is exposed to the street 
through high and barred openings on each landing. You will be 
received in a room decorated with calendars, with an antique 
radio, with a shelf full of books, with a plant in a pot; for these 
have been cultivated people. Mamma and Papa will insist that 
you be seated in the one easy chair, while they sit cross-legged 



CALCUTTA 


It6 

Upon the large bed which fills a third of the room and which is 
where four people sleep every night, Mamma and Papa at one 
end, their two daughters at the other. They will offer you re¬ 
freshment frtnn a silver cakestand, savoury Inscuits sprinkled 
with salt and poppy seed, and sweetmeats of almond paste, and 
small dishes of those tiny silver balls which are too sweet for 
words and which the children of the West love to have scattered 
across their birthday cakes. There will be a cup of tea with 
curdles of milk floating on the top, but before everything there 
will be a glass of water which it would be discourteous to refuse 
but which, as the mutual friend is making clear with sidelong 
gestures and frowns, is at the very most to be acknowledged 
with a token sip, for almost certainly it has been drawn from an 
unfiltered tap and will be teeming with every sickening bacteria 
in Calcutta. 

Your hosts will pretend, with exquisite manners, not to notice 
your aversion to a cold drink on this parching afternoon, and 
they will talk with composure, without any emotion at all, of 
the opulent life they once led. They will discuss the dreadful 
state of Calcutta today and then, for old habits die hard even in 
so destructive a place as this, they will invite you to come and 
look at their landscape. They will take you to their roof, where 
two saris and a sheet are hanging limply in the fug, and there 
you can inspect the street below. It will reek with a rduse of rot¬ 
ting green coconut shells and other garbage, with crows hopping 
on top and pariah dogs poking below. Rickshaws will be sway¬ 
ing past that sacred cow which is sitting with confidence in the 
middle of the road. A beggar woman will be creeping up the 
pavement, bent more than double with infirmity or deception. 
She will be totally ignored by everyone passing her, except a 
couple of Sikhs almost as ragged as she, who surreptitiously slip 
a something into the tin which is held towards passers-by in a 
tentative gesture containing only half a hope of any return. 
Your hosts will contemplate this without a trace of sadness, 
without a suggestion that it marks a painful fall in their for¬ 
tunes. Their bearing implies that it is as completely within the 
order of things as that sun which is sliding like a scarlet gong 
below the level of the roofline and beyond the waters of the 
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Hooghly at tiie end of the disreputable street. They see you to 
the top of the slatternly staircase, which is the threshold of their 
home, and bid you to return at any time and be welcome. And 
when you come back the following year you discover that the 
miniature car which your mutual friend presented to their son 
has been carefully preserved, its paintwork still immaculate, in a 
glass-fronted cabinet alongside six china cups and saucers and the 
silver cakestand; not a toy from Woolworth’s any more, to be 
gradually broken by a small boy, but a treasure from England to 
be marvelled at by all. 

Not all the genteel poor are refugees. Most of them have been 
bom here, have been given a fingerhold upon a Bengali’s greatest 
prize, which has always been education. They have been taken 
into the university and they have been spewed out again at the 
other end of it upon a labour market which has not for fifty years 
been capable of absorbing all their qualifications. Even Lord 
Curzon used to nag about that. At Dum Diim there is a beaming 
little man, maybe thirty years old, whose job it is to lead certain 
visitors from overseas out of the Customs hall and across the 
passenger concourse to where their airline bus awaits them out¬ 
side, making quite sure that their baggage follows them intact. 
He is employed to do this and nothing else by the State Tourist 
Bureau. And if he discovers immediately that the traveller he has 
just picked up in Customs is disposed to be friendly, he will offer 
to be of-service at any time he can possibly be helpful in Cal¬ 
cutta. He will casually hint that he has many times thought how 
splendid it would be if he could make his way to England and 
perform some more useful task there. And then, amid mutual 
smiles, best wishes and shaking of the hand, he will remember 
on the steps of the airline bus to present his card to the visitor. 
It identifies him as Gour Kanjilal, Master of Arts (Hons), tourist 
officer; and very thankful indeed to have a regular and secure 
job in the service of the nation and the foreigners. 

Had he been luckier in his vocational search he might have 
become a teacher; in which case, being a graduate, he would have 
welcomed a report by a pay commission in 1970, suggesting 
that his salary for primary school work might be raised to Rs 
300 a month, or in a higher secondary school to Rs 350; with 
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Rs 350 at that time being the equivalent of £19.50, or rather less 
than 50 American dollars. And though it is true that in Calcutta 
5rou could then buy onions for 50 paise a kilogram, a dozen eggs 
for Rs 4, a very small chicken for Rs 2-25 and baby faUsa caught 
in the estuarine waters of the Ganga for Rs 5-50 a kilc^am, it 
was also true that an everyday sari for your wife would cost the 
best part of Rs 30 and an attach^ case of papier mlch^, whose 
handle came away the moment it was pidted up full of clothes, 
anything up to Rs 75. Nor was any teacher or well-educated 
airport courier absolved from the need to queue at the ration 
shop for the weekly allowance of rice and grain and sugar; only 
people much more prosperous than they could afford the prices 
fixed and schemed upon the city’s ever ready and highly stocked 
black market. 

The supply of any food in Calcutta is liable to run short at 
almost any time and even the rich are apt to bump into restric¬ 
tions when they eat away from their carefully-planned and well- 
provided domestic pantries. A man taking his lunch at a middle- 
class restaurant like the Kwality in Park Street, and ordering 
mutton korma, is likely to be reminded that this is Tuesday and 
therefore a meatless day; on seeking prawn curry forty-eight 
hours later he will possibly be told that fish is off, it being Thurs¬ 
day, of course. There are maybe a thousand ration shops for rice 
and grain in the city because these are the basic foodstuffs for al¬ 
most all its people and because if there were not a little to give to 
everyone each day there would be starvation for most and more 
corpses than usual upon the streets within a week. And lodged 
in everybody’s consciousness, located somewhere in many 
people’s memories, is the frightful time when this has happened 
and when famine has been declared. 

A man is less likely to starve under famine conditions in 
Bengal than in some parts of India. If the devil wished to lay 
the largest odds on a human being rotting to death with no food 
in his belly he would set him down in the middle of the North of 
the sub-continent, where quite regularly the two vital monsoons 
from South-west and South-east fail to meet and spray all the 
land with water. But Bengal is bad enough. There have been 



POVERTY 


II9 

periodic years of starvation stretching back into its ancient his¬ 
tory. Of the twenty-two famines that occurred in various parts of 
India during the age of British trade and rule, Bengal experienced 
seven, either alone or in company with some other area. Prob¬ 
ably the worst it has ever known was the famine of 1770, which 
is supposed to have annihilated a third of its population, so many 
millions 6) people that the figure means nothing at all to an 
occidental except another unbelievable eastern statistic. There 
were other famines in 1783, in 1866, at the turn of 1873 and 
1874, in 1892 and in 1897. Then came 1943, which Bengal had 
to itself, and even now no one is quite sure how many people 
lost their lives in that disaster. Communist party literature puts 
the deathroll at twelve million, which will be a gross exaggera¬ 
tion. A year after the event, statisticians at Calcutta University 
were committing themselves to three and a half millions; cer¬ 
tainly no one in Bengal believes the official inquiry commission’s 
final estimate of one and a half million to be anything like 
realistic enough. Whatever the truth of the catastrophe, it scarred 
the soul of Calcutta in a way that partly explains some of its 
history since. 

There was a war on, and for most Indians, Bengalis as much 
as any, it was a war being waged by and on behalf of the British, 
not them. The Bengali hero Subhas Chandra Bose, indeed, had 
been in Berlin and was on his way to Tokyo to organize an 
Indian National Army, and before the year was out he had 
declared war on the Allies himself in the name of a Provisional 
Indian Government. The majority of Indians were ranged 
against Bose largely because there was a King Emperor in Lon¬ 
don with his cousin Mountbatten commanding an enormous 
military machine from Delhi and his general Slim manoeuvring 
a Fourteenth Army nearby in Burma. In the circumstances, it 
was a little difficult for Indians not to acquiesce in the martial 
directives of their masters. By the middle of 1942 almost the 
whole of Burma had been in Japanese hands and the British 
had neither the energy nor the inclination to spare for anything 
other than fighting the Japanese back. 

Several things made the famine happen. There had been a long 
run of indifferent rice harvests and, except for 1937, Bengal had 



X20 


CALCUTTA 


Deeded to import rice every year betwee n 1934 and 1941. Oxie 
aouroe of outside supply, Burma, was now cut off. There were 
sixty million Bengalis and nearly forty-six million of them were 
peasants dq)endmg upon a pitiful agriculture for their liveli¬ 
hood. A government which could wage war carefully and some¬ 
times effectivdy was mudi less capable in accounting for the 
needs of the people in the territory it was defending. The official 
records of recent rice crop yields were hopelessly unrealistic, 
giving no clear sense of how much might be expected from a 
subsequent harvest or any idea of what the requirements from 
outside might be if there should be a total failure. Official policy 
did little more than to stockpile huge quantities of food in the 
factories of Calcutta for the use of munition and other war 
workers. There had been a flood and a cyclone in 1942 which had 
quite destroyed the aman crop - the winter paddy harvested be¬ 
tween the end of November and early January - around Midna- 
pore and fliroughout the 24 Parganas; and all over Bengal the 
aman crop was desperately poor. So the peasant farmers began 
to stockpile, too, keeping from the marl%t a third more than they 
usually did. And when famine had actually begun, it was made 
worse than ever by Government policy. In April 1943 a Boat 
Ordinance required every craft in Bengal to be registered imder 
military supervision, to prevent an important means of local 
transport from falling into enemy hands: the result was that 
twenty-five thousand boats at once went out of commission, 
preventing the cultivation of delta lands and fishing in the 
estuary of the Hooghly. And in the first seven months of 1943, 
some eighty thousand tons of food grains were exported from 
the province. Something like that had happened in the famine 
of 1873, when one million tons of rice and ninety thousand 
tons of wheat were exported on the orders of the Viceroy and 
the Secretary of State in London, in spite of pleas by the Lieu¬ 
tenant-Governor of Bengal, Sir George Campbdl, that the food 
^ould remain in India. 

In human terms the blame for 1943 was not entirely British, 
though it has been seen as such in Calcutta since. The British did 
nothing at all to relieve the disaster until Lord Wavell became 
Viceroy in October, when he immediately visited the city and at 
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once ordered the army to intervene. But from start to finish 
there had been a Provincial Government sitting in Calcutta, 
Indian almost from top to bottom, and it had performed no 
better. At a food conference in Delhi in December 1942, when 
the local aman crop was clearly heading for trouble, the Prime 
Minister of Bengal, Mr Fazlul Huq, had said *We do not require 
for the next few months any rice, even though we are in deficit.’ 
For months to come his ministers were making similarly reassur¬ 
ing noises; on 9 May 1943, the Food Minister of Bengal, Mr 
H. S. Suhrawardy, declared that although the province was 
undergoing certain difficulties due to hoarding and profiteering, 
there was sufficiency of foodgrain for the people of Bengal. A 
few days later he told an audience in one of the richer suburbs 
of South Calcutta to go forth and preach the various evils of 
over-eating. Profiteering there had certainly been for nearly 
half a year by then; prices had been soaring since the start of 
January and by the time the Food Minister spoke they had risen 
600 per cent. And in April a post mortem on a man found dead 
in the street had discovered that his stomach contained nothing 
but undigested grass. Quite suddenly, it was noticed that there 
were possibly more destitutes than usual in the city though, 
Calcutta being what it was, some people could forgive themselves 
for not having observed this sooner. 

They were, in fact, by then entering the city in staggering 
mobs. A lot of them began to crowd together for shelter under 
railway sheds at suburban stations. A lot more began to line the 
pavements in exhausted family groups. A repiorter described how 
one family had settled on Lower Circular Road, the husband 
lying inert while the three children watched their mother cook¬ 
ing some vegetable peelings. ‘The wife looked slightly better 
than the husband but... I could count her ribs from a distance 
of ten feet. The intestines seemed to have disappeared altogether 
from the abdomen. She was not more than twenty-five years 
old yet there was no womanly breast. Only two nipples dangling 
from two parched sheets of skin, from which everything else 
seemed to be dried up ... One of the children, a girl, had swollen 
limbs. In some parts of the legs the skin had cracked and a 
liquid discharge was slowly tridding out. Her face was writhing 
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in pain but she had not even the strength to cry.* Among those 
who came to Calcutta was Jagaddhari Haidar, a man of sixty 
from Basar Gopinathpur in the 24 Parganas. The cyclone and 
flood of the previous October had destroyed everything he pos* 
sessed; it had swept away his house, his foodgrains, his animals 
and his utensils; it had drowned his wife, his mother, his younger 
brother, his sister-in-law, his three nephews and his two nieces. 
He had survived by climbing a tamarind tree, and since then he 
had been roaming the land looking for food. A few yards from 
him on the pavement was Sarathi Bagdi, a young mother from 
Sarkerdiak, also in the 24 Parganas. Her husband had died of 
dysentery, so she had come to the city with her son, aged seven, 
and her daughter, aged one. She had left them on the street while 
she went round a comer to urinate and when she returned they 
had disappeared. When the reporter found her, ten days later, *we 
offered her food but she merely went on weeping*. 

Where people like these had not lost everything in the cyclone 
and the flood, they had sold all they possessed before coming to 
Calcutta. They had first sold their ornaments for less than the 
lowest market price. Then they had sold all the parts of their 
homes that anyone would buy; the doors, the window sills, the 
corrugated iron sheets of the roof. This had brought them a 
little food and time. But then they had started to eat wild roots 
and leaves. In Howrah, by now, heaps of snail shells were to be 
found in front of almost every house. There was much worse 
than that to come. In the villages of Bengal, widows who had 
lived for years with brothers and their families were being asked 
to leave and fend for themselves. Husbands were forsaking wives 
and wives were abandoning sick husbands. Parents were stealthily 
leaving immature children to their fate and drifting off to loc^ 
for food. Mothers were leaving babies at the gates of wealthy 
men. 

In Calcutta, children were wandering from door to door cry¬ 
ing 'IVlago! Ekthu phan deo* (Mother! Give a little gruel). 
Charitable institutions began to set up street kitchens and they 
would give the hungry a ration of gruel on leaves; when the 
gruel slopped off onto the ground the people would throw them¬ 
selves after it and lick it up. The Government aet up a kitchen. 
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too, but it offered only bajra, a coarse grain that was too heavy 
for starved stomachs and produced bowel complaints. People 
began to eat dogs and they b^an to scramble among the 
refuse heaps for scraps, even when these were mixed up with 
discarded surgical dressings thrown out by the hospitals. Their 
hunger had become so terrible that religious taboos were for¬ 
gotten or ignored; orthodox Hindus, who will never normally 
accept anything to cat or drink from anyone of another faith, 
were taking food from the hands of Muslims; and Muslims were 
receiving succour from Hindus. 

In July a member of the provincial assembly asked that Bengal 
should be declared a famine area, to obtain outside relief, and 
Mr Suhrawardy said that this was not necessary. He could, after 
all, see plenty of food in the shops of Calcutta and it is very 
strange that the starving people seem to have made no attempt 
to raid these places. There were soon to be a hundred thousand 
of them in the city. In August came the first reports of people 
selling their children in the villages. At Khulua a woman dis¬ 
posed of her daughter for Rs 15 after the father had gone look¬ 
ing for food and never returned. At Burdwan a three-month-old 
girl was traded for Rs 5 at the same time. In Malda, Bhogurdi 
Mandal was charged with murdering his only son Mozzaffar, 
aged three, because he could not feed him or anyone in his 
family; none of them had touched food for most of the week be¬ 
fore he killed the boy. In Calcutta someone spotted the body of a 
child, partly eaten by dogs, on the pavement in Cornwallis 
Street. Only two or three weeks before, in Delhi, the Home Secre¬ 
tary to the Government of India, Mr Conran Smith, had told 
the Council of State; *I may say that the Government of India 
view with misgivings the tendency in some quarters to over¬ 
dramatize the situation, possibly with the best intentions, and 
they have no hesitation in condemning the tendency in other 
quarters to exploit the situation for party political and sectional 
ends.* At the beginning of July the Secretary of State for India, 
Mr L. S. Amery, had been telling the House of Commons in 
London that TThere is no overall shortage of food gr ain s^ India 
has harvested a bumper crop of wheat this spring. There is, 
however, grave maldistribution.* 
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In Calcutta by then the newspapers had been reporting what 
they could discover of the horror for nearly two months. They 
were beginning to turn up some appalling figures. In the village 
of Contai, 500 people died on the streets between July and Sep¬ 
tember; in Burdwan, 97 died in August; between July and Nov¬ 
ember, 2,000 were to perish in Satkhira. On 9 September, the 
Government of Bengal stopped supplying the papers with rele¬ 
vant figures but the public clamour was such that the service 
was resumed two days later; but from now on the journalists 
were forbidden to use the word ‘starvation*; instead, people dying 
of hunger had to be called ‘side destitutes*. On 28 September, 
325 sick destitutes were admitted to hospitals in the city, where 
they died of their sickness. On 27 October, an unofficial relief 
organization disposed of 170 corpses that had just been sick and 
destitute. The next day a Bengal Destitute Persons (Repatriation 
and Relief) Ordinance was passed, and between 30 October and 
the following January the police cleared 43,500 starving people 
from the streets of the city, and sent them back into the country. 
Only just in time to strike a note of sympathy, Mr Suhrawardy 
had on TO October finally announced that ‘Bengal is in the grip 
of an unprecedented famine*. 

The nightmare was not nearly over. In October the burning 
ghats by the Hooghly were stacked for days on end with bodies 
for cremation. And from Dacca a news agency reported that 
‘Recently, a famished fisherman who was reduced to bone and 
skin, came from the interior and took gruel in the free kitchen 
of the union. He lay down nearby. In the morning the people 
were shocked to sec that a portion of his body had been de¬ 
voured by jackals. His life was still not' extinct. It is believed 
that when the jackals attacked him at night he was too weak to 
resist or call for help. He died later.* In London Mr Amery was 
now telling the House of Commons that he understood the 
death rate in Bengal to be a thousand a week, though ‘it might be 
a bit higher*. It was, in fact, something like eleven thousand a 
wedc at that time and, in Calcutta, The Statesman said almost as 
much in a leading article: ‘All the publicly available data indi¬ 
cates that it is very much higher and his [Mr Amery’s] great 
office ought to afford him ample means of discovery. The con- 
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tinuous appearance of effort on the part of persons somewhere 
within India’s Governmental machine^ pahaps out here, x>er- 
haps in Whitehall, to play down, suppress, distort or muffle the 
truth about Bengal, is dragging the fair name of the Briti^ Raj 
needlessly low.* It would have cost something for a newspaper 
with The Statefman*s background to publish that, for the British 
in Calcutta were stiU a proud and arrogant people. There is no 
sign at all that they took any comfort from the knowledge that 
at this moment some Indians were behaving even more miser¬ 
ably than the worst of their own countrymen; for there were 
food profiteers who were mixing ground stone and dust with 
rice, who were putting plaster of Paris in wheat flour to give 
it whiteness and weight. 

Cholera now came in the wake of famine and in one week, in 
the district of Naogaon alone, one thousand people died of it; 
yet in the same few da3^, on 2r October, Mr Amcry was telling 
Parliament that there was no shortage of medical supplies and 
no widespread outbreak of disease. Within three weeks it was 
announced in Delhi that 2,233,000 people queued each day at 
feeding centres throughout Bengal; in Calcutta, hundreds fought 
each other beside a row of dustbins which contained nothing 
but particles of refuse and putrid food. On 4 December, Major- 
General D. Stuart made a radio broadcast in which he admitted 
that ‘The reports you have seen in the newspapa:s of the num¬ 
bers requiring medical treatment and clothing are not exag¬ 
gerated ... In the first place malnutrition coupled with the 
advent of the cold weather and shortage of personal clothing 
and blankets, has made a large percentage of the poorer people 
easy victims to malaria, cholera and pneumonia, which are ram¬ 
pant throughout a large number of civil districts.* It was impos¬ 
sible, by now, for anyone in India to ignore or dilute the truth, 
and nobody was trying to any more, though the figures which 
demonstrated the full extent of the disaster did not begin to 
appear for some months yet. It was the end of March 1944 
fore the news agencies reported that in Dacca, 22,866 people had 
died in January, compared with 7,194 in January 1943. 

Even at that date, horror stories were still being printed al¬ 
most every day. On 26 March, the Hindustan Standard reported 
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from Mymensingh; *The dead body of a destitute woman was 
found yesterday morning in a vacant house by the District 
Board road off Sarish station. The body was seen lying all day 
long without any arrangements for removal. At night, jackals 
dragged the body out and mostly devoured it up. The remaining 
part of the body is being devoured by dogs and crows in front 
of the eyes of hundreds of passers-by this morning.’ By this time 
Bengal was merely suffering from the awful after-effects of 
famine. Nearly a century before. Sir Bartle Frere had described 
in the context of another catastrophe what was happening now: 
*Men are death-stricken by famine long before they die. The 
effects of insufficient food long continued may shorten life after 
a period of some years, or it may be of some months. But in¬ 
variably there is a point, which is often reached long before death 
actually ensues, when not even the tenderest care and most scien¬ 
tific nursing can restore a sufficiency of vital energy to enable 
the sufferer to regain even apparent temporary health and 
strength.’ 

Early in 1944 there was plenty in the land again. By the 
middle of the preceding November a man from The Times of 
India had been able to write that *a grim but not uncommon 
spectacle in East Bengal today is to find a whitened skeleton in 
the comer of a field bearing the richest rice crop in half a cen¬ 
tury’. By the spring a new Governor of Bengal, the Australian 
Mr R. G. Casey, was guilty-of nothing more than an insensi¬ 
tive analogy when he said ‘I am convinced that there is plenty 
of rice in Bengal for all the people of Bengal. The difficulty is 
that it is unevenly spread ... Our task is to spread the butter 
evenly on the bread.’ He might have chosen his words more 
carefully, but there were Englishmen open to charges much 
graver than that and a member of the Bengal provincial assembly 
had already made one of them. ‘I would like the fact to be more 
widely known in India,’ said Dr M. R. Jayakar one day in the 
chamber, ‘for few newspapers have reported it, that at the last 
debate in the House of Commons on the Indian food question, 
the attendance of Members varied from 35 to 53 out of a total 
of 600 and odd ... This knocks the bottom out of the old super¬ 
stition that these 600 and odd men can govern India from 7,000 
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miles away. Is it not time that this Punch and Judy show was 
ended?’ He was speaking in November 1943, when the effects of 
the Bengal famine were to be seen at tiieir worst. And Pundi, 
without letting on to Judy, was already losing interest in the 
rfiow. 

Calcutta has known nothing of famine since 1943, yet starvation 
fias become a permanent factor in its life, such a commonplace 
that it is scarcely remarked on any more. It is very difficult for 
Westerners, certainly for the British, to understand quite what 
starvation means in terms of the person to whom it is happening. 
This is partly because the English language in the West has be¬ 
come debased at this point; the vocabulary of extreme hunger 
unto death has been used so flippantly so often that it has almost 
ceased to convey its true meaning. An Englishman will fre¬ 
quently say that he is starving when he means that he is ready 
for his second large meal of the day, and he has never in his life 
known the day which has not contained two large meals and 
several snacks. He will use the word famished as an alternative 
to starving in exactly the same way. There arc places in the 
North of England where a man will say that he is starving when 
he is merely chilly enough to move closer to the fireplace. 
Famine, on the other hand, has almost sunk without trace in our 
understanding because it has for too long carried entirely biblical 
overtones or because it has become tediously associated for a 
generation with a number of charitable organizations which are 
forever making demands upon our purses and our consciences. 
Starvation has nothing at all to do with its contemporary Eng¬ 
lish usage, and famine is quite obscured by the Christian mytho¬ 
logy and by the publicity apparatus of charity. Starvation and 
famine really mean a man who dies with a stomach containing 
undigested grass; a child whose body has started to split open 
with lade of food, so that its liquids begin to trickle out; a 
fisherman who is so weak that a dog begins to eat him before 
he is dead; a crowd which goes scavenging among poultices full 
of blood and pus and scabs in the hope of finding something 
putrid but edible there, too. 

It is also very hard to imderstand what the starvation and the 
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Other parts of Calcutta’s poverty arc like, at a distance, because of 
the effect they have on the man who is reporting them at first 
hand. You find, when you have returned from the leper colony 
at Dhapa, or from the death shed of Nirmal Hriday, that you 
have the very sketchiest recollection of what these people actu¬ 
ally look like in their extremity. There is something quite in¬ 
tolerable about peering too closely at those sores and those muti¬ 
lations and most of all at the eyes (which I cannot describe) that 
go with them. No derelict human being should be examined as a 
specimen by another human being, unless it is by someone who 
can give him something to mend his condition; whatever that 
may be. For the same reason you return from Calcutta, unless 
you are very tough or a professional, with a camera which may 
be full of exposed film but which contains hardly any record of 
people. Quite apart from the risk of violence when the camera is 
raised, which is considerable, you are also deterred by the in¬ 
decency of the act. 

Maybe these are among the reasons why comparatively few 
Western hippies are to be seen in the city. They are to be found 
in hundreds at places like Benares, where they live in boats 
moored in the Ganga for months on next to nothing, where they 
idle along the interminable ghats in their blue jeans and with 
their embroidered satchels, and where occasionally a Western 
face may be observed gliding by in a rickshaw, a vision of flow¬ 
ing muslin and long hair who has lately been dignified there as 
the Italian swami. But in Calcutta hippies are few and far be¬ 
tween and they do not stay long even when they come, though 
Allen Ginsberg spent months here a few years ago, becoming 
curiously obsessed with the spectacle of incinerated corpses at 
the Nimtallah burning ghat. The reputation of the city has 
stopped most hippies in their tracks elsewhere in India; and on 
first acquaintance it is enough to destroy any romantic illusions 
about gentleness and brotherly love and a dominating concen¬ 
tration upon the beatific vision. It is a place where disagreeable 
statistics arc translated into men and women and children with¬ 
out number. The Reserve Bank of India published a report in 
1970, pointing out that if the tsaseline of poverty be taken as a 
calorific rather than a financial measurement (this being agreed 
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upon in India*s case by experts), then seventy per cent of the 
nation's people live in absolute poverty, an increase of eighteen 
per cent in seven years. In Calcutta you can see this for what it 
is in almost any himdred yards you care to choose from; 3^u 
can see it, you can feel it as it brushes past you, you can smell 
it, you can almost taste it Most of the time you struggle with 
yourself and with the poverty-stricken to avoid bumping into it 
or treading on it. 

Calcutta is a place where people devise the most ingenious 
methods of adding to a pittance if they have one, or of acquir¬ 
ing one if they have not; at the Zoo in Alipore, across the road 
from Warren Hastings’ old house, a keeper has trained his ele¬ 
phants to take coins, not biscuits or sweets, in the tip of their 
trunks from the visitors. And a Zoo keeper is not nearly at the 
bottom of the human pile in Calcutta. At the bottom of the 
pile are those who squat upon its pavements, scarcely noticed 
in life by the people walking by, claiming attention in death 
only because the kites have started to circle overhead or because 
the crows have begun to prod at their bodies. In the end they 
have not even had the energy or the willpower to destroy them¬ 
selves, as some do. If it were not lost in the far bigger problems 
of Calcutta, there would be the problem of those who jump off 
the Howrah Bridge in despair. A man leaps in front of a train 
pulling into Sealdah Station and, misjudging the angle, merely 
loses both legs at the thigh; whereupon he is taken to Nirmal 
Hriday and there, eventually, he dies. In 1967,4,682 people were 
known to have committed suicide in West Bengal; in 1968 there 
were 5,800; in the first six months of 1969 there were 2,873. 

All these things are terrible in themselves. They are made 
much more terrible in Calcutta because they are to be seen along¬ 
side all the signs of opulence. One day you pass an emaciated 
'man standing outside the window of a fashionable shoe shop on 
Chowringhee. He is without shoes himself, but that is as un¬ 
remarkable as the grimy rags that hang upon his body. It is his 
stance that catches your attention. His knees are faintly bent, 
his shoulders are curved forward, his head hangs almost upon 
his chest while his eyes gaze unblinking at the lowest row of 
shoes. His hands dangle by his sides but he is utterly motion- 
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less. He suggests not envy, not anger, not desire, but absolute 
incomprehension and total defeat. He is still there, not having 
shifted an inch, when you return half an hour later. It is at 
about this time that you are struck anew by the memory of 
something seen on your journey into the city from the airport. 
It dawns on you that the messy collection of packing cases and 
tin sheets standing in the shade of the BO AC hoarding was not 
a couple of chicken coops at all, but the best that a handful of 
people could manage in the way of a house. The ironies of such 
wealthy advertisement next to the deepest deprivation in Calcutta 
are so huge and so frequent that you might almost suspect some¬ 
one of gigantic and tasteless caricature very deliberately carried 
out, Down in Ballygunge there is a long and gleaming metal 
hoarding, from the same stud as ‘Try a Little VC-iodemess’, and 
it invites all-comers to ‘Dial Panam and Ask for the World’. 
Smoke drifts across its surface in the evening, for within fifty 
yards there are half a dozen families cooking by the gutter. 
Somewhere else the bedtime people are catching the eye with 
‘Ever Thought of Dunlopillo as a Gift?*; and five yards below 
the lights which keep the thought uppermost through the night, 
a man is sleeping on the pavement without even a blanket to his 
name. 

And then there is the advertisement with a specially-constructed 
concrete foundation, half-way up Park Street, where it 
begins to curve from middle-classiness to the downright pro¬ 
letarian tramtracks of Lower Circular Road. The foundation 
consists of a concrete roof supported by four concrete posts on 
the very edge of the pavement and at first sight it looks as if 
it might be a bus shelter. It has been erected solely to bear the 
weight of the sign perched on top - Tedders Lloyd, the world’s 
largest-selling air-conditioner [’; and a picture to go with it. Al¬ 
most every day there is someone lying prone and exhausted tinder 
that concrete roof, which provides a splendid shade from the 
scaring sun. Once, a family moved into it. There is a broken 
standpipe a few yards away in the gutter and there the woman 
would dhobi clothes and draw water, khaki though it is, for 
cooking. Her two small children would splash and play in the 
water. Her husband could occasionally be seen taking a bath 
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in that gutter, which also accommodated two or three discarded 
green coconut shells. Sometimes the children would rush up to a 
rich pedestrian and beg something from him, and because they 
were generally full of smiles and giggles and did not pursue their 
quarry more than ten yards down Park Street, they more often 
than not collected a few paise. But mostly the family kept to 
themselves. 

They had been there only a day when it was noticeable that 
they had made an alteration to the Fedders Lloyd shelter. On 
the three sides that did not border the gutter they had raised a 
minute wall of mud, no more than three or four inches high, 
which linked one post to another. It was the boundary of their 
home, and inside it their three tin bowls, their iron pot and their 
two old blankets were laid out, the only things they possessed 
apart from the winding sheets the parents wore and the beads 
that dangled at each child’s crutch. They lived there for more 
than a week, and when the parents were not cooking or washing 
they were usually, one at a time, just lying vary still. Then one 
morning they were gone, and only their little mud wall was left 
behind. Possibly they had infringed the Bengal Destitute Per¬ 
sons (Repatriation and Relief) Ordinance of 1943, or some subse¬ 
quent equivalent, by having sheltered without permission or pay¬ 
ment beneath an advertisement they would not even be able to 
read. Nor would they be able to read another notice facing them 
on a wall just across Park Street, not so well turned-out as the 
one promoting Fedders Lloyd but demanding attention none¬ 
theless. There arc now many more of these in Calcutta than 
there are those of commercial origin and they usually come in a 
kind of durable whitewash or a shade of doUy-blue. This one 
said: *No hope left. Only anger.' 
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For this is a very wealthy city as well as a sqiialidly poor one 
and the two elements live so close together, they present such 
grotesque contrasts, the one has so frequently begotten the 
other, that anger is the most natural and the healthiest response 
in the world. In a sense, Calcutta is a definition of obscenity. 

It has little in the way of exotic wealth. There are parts of 
India where a town or a village is still dominated by the pre¬ 
sence of a local prince, whose patronage extends through hovel, 
market place and temple. He may be physically withdrawn, and 
he will certainly be taxed to the marrow by the State, but he is 
still there and his influence and his employment still coimt. A 
few miles upstream of the ghats at Benares there is a great white 
palace on the South bank of the Ganga. Part of it has become a 
museum and the visitor may inspect a romantic collection of 
objects; a shed full of palanquins and broughams, and coaches 
to be drawn by four horses; another padeed with howdahs chased 
in silver, tasselled with silk and emblazoned with heraldry, in 
which majesty would sit and sway on top of elephants; a long 
gallery full of muskets and pikes and wicked swords like the one 
whose curved blade has ball-bearings racing up and down a 
channel in the middle, the more easily to decapitate a victim. 
But much of the palace is still a very private place, where a 
Maharajah and his family sit and control the considerable rem¬ 
nant of a king’s ransom, and from which they still carry weight 
in the affairs of Benares. Calcutta is not like that. It is not by 
any means devoid of nobility. It accommoda^ the Maharajah 
of Cooch Behar, the Maharajah of Cossimbazar, the Maharajah 
of Mayurbhanj, the Maharajah Ruler of Sonepur State, the 
Maharajah of Nattore and the lady Maharani Bahadura of Nadia. 
It is home for the even more exalted Maharajadhiraja Bahadur 
of Burdwan, Sir Uday Chand Mahtab. Yet while these people 
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Still dwell in palaces of a kind, they ate distinctly suburban 
palaces. While Burdwan still takes the platfonn of the British 
Indian Association chiefly to lament the fact that zamindars have 
fallen upon evil days and to suggest that the land-holding com¬ 
munity has been denied justice, Cossimbazar avoids publicity 
and keeps his feet sticking firmly to the groimd in a collection of 
china clay mines. 

And there or thereabouts lies the wealth of Calcutta. This is 
the wealth of the warehouse and the foundry, of the dockside 
and the bank, of the metropolis and the entrepot, of the stocklist 
and the showroom and the ringing tradesman’s till. It depends 
hugely upon a peasantry toiling over the earth under the eyes 
of a landlord and his men, but these are hidden from its sight 
behind the smoke of its factories, beyond the rumble of its over¬ 
powering traffic. Calcutta is by far the richest city in India, even 
though its various problems have started to turn this richness 
into a collapsing wealth. It is possibly the richest city anywhere 
between Rome and Tokyo in terms of the money that is accumu¬ 
lated and represented here. 

To get rid of a few measurements, this is where, between 
1956-7 and 1966-7, 469 per cent of India’s exports left the 
country and where 30-4 per cent of the imports arrived. It is 
where, in 1964, 15 pier cent of India’s manufacturing industry 
was based, where 30 pier cent of the nation's bank transactions 
occurred, where 30 per cent of the national tax revenue was 
produced. And just behind Calcutta is a hinterland that has 
always swollen its wealth, that in the first place provided the 
excuse for Calcutta being here at all. The Mogul rulers of India 
knew Bengal as their Paradise on earth, and this certainly wasn’t 
because it was comfortable to live in. The British soon came to 
the same conclusion and Charles Stewart had decided by 1813 
that ‘The province of Bengal is one of the most valuable acqui¬ 
sitions that was ever made by any nation.’ It has always been the 
source of profit. In 1963, West Bengal was producing 95 per 
cent of India’s jute, 92 per cent of its razor blades, 87 per cent 
of its electric fans, 80 per cent of its sewing machines, 78 per 
cent of its railway wagons, 74 p)er cent of its rubber shoes, 70 
per cent of its enamelware, 56 per cent of its electric lamps, over 
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50 per cent of its, crockery, 49 per cent of its paint and varnish, 
31 per cent of its radio sqis and its soap, 30 per cent of its 
finished steel, 29 per cent of its coal, 25 per cent of its tea and 
21-5 per cent of its paper and paper boards. 

Add to West Bengal a strip of southern Bihar, a slice oi 
northern Orissa, a fragment of western Assam, apd jyrou have 
what has justifiably been called the Ruhr of modem India. 
Within less than 300 miles of Calcutta, which is not very far in 
Asia, almost the whole of the republic’s iron and steel mdustty 
is concentrated today in townships cleared out of jungle tc 
make room for blast furnaces, coke ovens and rolling mills, 
Durgapur, Jamshedpur and Asansol may suggest elephants, 
bullock carts and the most exotic Orientalism to the Western 
mind, but they are chiefly the tropical cousins of Middlesbrough, 
Pittsburgh and Essen. There is a network of similar towns in 
this hinterland, each with its special development of industry. 
There are more iron and steel works at Rourkela and Kulti, 
engineering at Midnapore and Ranchi, textiles at Cuttack, loco¬ 
motive works at Chittaranjan, an oil refinery at Barauni, a 
great mixture of factories at Patna and Siliguri. The industry is 
based upon an endless supply of manpower and a vast accumu¬ 
lation of natural resources. For this hinterland conceals beneatli 
its jungle, in the firmer ground outside the delta, not only iron 
and steel and petroleum, but limestone and copper, manganese 
and dolomite, china clay and asbestos, bauxite and graphite, 
titanium and mica, fire clay and kaolin, chromium, kyanite, talc 
and potash. There is also much timber and there is tea in the hill 
country even farther to the North. And all of it gradually being 
plundered from the earth and sent up and down in some shape 
or form, by railway, by truck, by lighter and sometimes still b3; 
bullock cart, to Calcutta. 

It would not have been so if there had not been a mightji 
river here, wide and deep enough to let the biggest sailing ships 
that man could make come tacking into the middle of this Para¬ 
dise; they once used to voyage from Europe as far as Patna, 
which took them well over a month beyond Kalikata. The 
river’s origins are far away across a sub-oontinent of sweltering 
earth. It has started in the fcx»thills of the Himalyas to the West 
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and it has come tumbling in a cascade of sky-'blue water past 
Rishikesh, where the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi once received the 
Beatles in an air*conditioned bungalow built on the proceeds of 
Western adulation, and where there is a township totally given 
to spirituality and alms, vividly decorated with green and red 
cast-ironwork, dominated by a Victorian clock-tower, looking 
and feeling like a cross between Blackpool and Lourdes. Much 
later the river has rolled powerfully past Benares, a deep sea- 
green now, past the four miles of ghats and the buildings bear¬ 
ing signs advocating birth control and the piles of timber with 
people waiting their turn to incinerate their dead; and in the 
dawn, ghostly figures have started to creep down the ghats in 
dozens, in scores, in hundreds and then in thousands to bathe 
in Its sacred waters, while birds have meditated on this humanity 
and perhaps taken thought for their own souls, perched upon 
rails which have been staked out in mid-stream especially for 
this purpose. All this time the river has been called the Ganga, 
though people have called it by other names as well at different 
places along its course. They have known it as Daughter of the 
Lord of Himalaya, Born from the Lotuslike foot of Vishnu, 
Dwelling in the Matted Locks of Siva, Taking Pride in the 
Broken Egg of Brahma, Triple-braided Stimulator and Cow 
That Gives Much Milk. But always, and above all else, they 
have known it as the blessed Ganga, Mother of the World. 

Eventually the river has reached Bengal, and there it has been 
unable to contain itself in a single headlong rush for the sea. It 
has become divided into so many channels that it is doubtful 
whether anyone has ever counted them all. Until the middle 
of the nineteenth century the mainstream swept confidently past 
Calcutta in the guise of the Hooghly, but then it began to edge 
its current towards the Padma and each year since then, more 
and more of the true Ganga has taken this way to the South, 
through the East Bengal of what is now Pakistan, with no great 
Indian city to use it on the rest of its way to the sea. There are 
gloomy men who call the Hooghly a dying river, though it cer¬ 
tainly doesn’t look it yet. It pours in a khaki torrent, a third of a 
mile across, between the twin cities of Calcutta and Howrah so 
fiercely that there is always a foaming bone in the teeth of the 
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merchantmen pulling anxiously at their anchor cables and their 
buoys. It is still so full of life that even its pilots have to take a 
daily briefing on its latest wayward movements, fOr it is one of 
the most treacherous rivers in the world. There are 125 miles of 
it between Calcutta and the Bay of Bengal and they are punc¬ 
tuated by sixteen sandbanks which are never quite the same shape 
and depth from one sailing to the next. The most dangerous 
one of all, the James and Mary, a shoal three miles long and 
600 yards wide in the middle of the estuary, was troubling 
Streynsham Master and Thomas Bowrey in the seventeenth 
century just as it has troubled mariners ever since. So were the 
Hooghly’s tidal bores, which now come rushing up to Calcutta 
on 144 days in every year and even at that distance from their 
start they are usually six feet or more in height. The newspapers 
give warning that they are due so that merchantmen can warp 
themselves into the safety of the Kidderpore Docks, while the 
country boats can prepare to ride them hazardously in mid¬ 
stream, and people - if they can read - can crowd for their lives 
on the very topmost steps of the ghats. There are sudden squalls 
to beware of, that can turn a laden barge over in an instant, or 
an overladen motor launch on its way up from Diamond Har¬ 
bour to Kalighat full of pilgrims who will drown in the twink¬ 
ling of an eye. And there is always the lurking possibility of a 
cyclone which can devastate the city, wreck thirty-six large 
vessels and throw steamships high, dry and smashed to bits upon 
the land, as one did in 1864. 

The Hooghly exposes Calcutta in cross-section like the rings of 
a sawn-off log. Scarcely a mile above the city centre it proceeds 
past palm trees which only half conceal temples and the steadily 
decaying palaces of old zamindars and Nabobs, togetho* with the 
worst slums in creation. There are crocodiles here, just as there 
are leopards around Dum Dum and the other boundaries of the 
city, and while both sometimes snatch a human being, the croco¬ 
diles at least are occasionally caught and put on stuffed display 
in some ambitious motor-showroom along Chowringhee. Then, 
quite suddenly, there is all the activity of a great cosmopolitan 
port. On the right is Howrah, which in 1848 was called the 
Wapping of Calcutta and whidi does big business in the way of 
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docking and shipbmlding, where oxy-acetylene flashes burst out 
of deep and cavernous shadows. On the left is Calcutta proper^ 
and close to the river are high buildings in which most of this 
tremendous commerce is manipulated. They appear much smal¬ 
ler than they really are, though, for the sky here is full of the 
Howrah Bridge; and there never was a bridge which dominated 
a landscape as much and in so imgainly a fashion as this one. 
From any distance it looks as though it was trying to crush the 
life out of everything beneath, for it is a graceless thing, a great 
fretworked grid of steel built only to bear footpaths and roads 
and tramtracks and certainly not to beautify a skyline. There are 
many bridges in the world constructed upon similar principles 
and they usually seem to leap across an intervening space wdth a 
spring of their own; even Sydney’s metal coathanger manages a 
pleasing arch across the harbour. But here, it is as if the Howrah 
Bridge had merely been clamped down over the city, or dropped 
across the river, and it looks every ounce of its 27,000 tons. 

Far from being crushed, life is teeming in its shadows. Early 
in the morning there is a market down here, where scores of 
people sell thousands of flowers in garlands of orange, in 
swathes of blue, in bunches of crimson and in posies of white, 
and the servants of the rich come in hordes to buy the freshest 
tiny blooms to decorate their masters’ dinner tables, while others 
scramble and barter for something beautiful and precious to 
give to Kali and the other gods. Lithe young men stand in rows 
or in intermittent ones and twos, their naked torsos gleaming 
with sweat while they press up and touch toes and swing long 
dumb-bells in dangerous-looking arcs, in something that is a 
combination of physical jerks, religious exercise and sheer racial 
pride. Nearby, corpulent old men lie like sows bereft of their 
litters, while some wiry helot pummels each back and massages 
each gut and rubs each scalp and strokes in oil from top to 
bottom. And always there are people washing here, slapping 
clothes up and down against the stone steps of the ghats, jump¬ 
ing into the water and splashing just for fun, or quietly ladling 
the sacred liquids of the Hooghly from tin bowls upon their 
almost private parts. They pay no attention at all to the occa¬ 
sional rime of ashes and sodden fronds of marigold that come 
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drifting down from one of the burning ghats above the l^dge. 
For there is much death here as well as life; and daily, bodies 
are cremated on steps like these on a bonfire of logs, with a 
blowing of flutes, before being scattered in the river. But some¬ 
times in Calcutta a man will die and his people will not even 
have the money for his burning; so they quietly slip him into 
the Hooghly and the next day, on mudflats a mile or two down¬ 
stream, dogs are seen chewing over a floppy, seemingly rub¬ 
berized thing, which by some mysterious chemistry has been 
bleached almost totally white from head to toe. 

Below the bridge lies the shipping and all the river traffic of 
the East. Every craft here was built for merchandize. There are 
no posh liners in the Hooghly, come to see how the other half 
lives. It has not been possible to cruise up here in all the old 
Imperial splendour of the P and O, with lascars on the decks and 
foxtrots in the lounge, since 1931, though Bombay was still 
enjoying an occasional whiff of that past until the spring of 
1970. The shipping at Calcutta comes from the strictly trades¬ 
men’s lines of Ellerman, Elder Dempster, Bank, Clan, American 
Export and half a dozen others. It has tramped in the hard way 
from the River Plate, from St John and Halifax, from Odessa 
and Varna, from Singapore and Port Swettenham, from Liver¬ 
pool and Hamburg, from Melbourne and Yokohama. It has rust 
dripping down its sides and underpants drying on its stanchions 
and only small bikinis of awning to protect its crews from the 
sun. It waits very patiently, sometimes for weeks on end, while 
lighters clutter its sides and the Hooghly is much more busy 
with the comings and goings of smaller fry. 

There are flat boats moving round here with cargoes of hay 
so huge and overwhelming that the boat itself is invisible and all 
you can see is a floating haystack on the water; they are often 
moored in their dozens just above Howrah Bridge, like an aquatic 
farmyard, and their crews have created a tunnel inside each 
stack, which makes a sort of home. There are tipsy little boats, 
long, slim, with low pointed prows, canting over at speed as the 
wind leans into their lateens. Outriggers Aide by, bearing fisher¬ 
men off to look for bhekti and hilsa. Sharp-stemmed and narrow 
lighters, with a canvas shelter stretdied tight in a hump over the 
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stems, are parked in rows where they toss and bump each other 
like a flotsam. And down the middle of the Hooghly there is 
always a procession of vessels moving rather grandly under 
square sails cocked at a jaunty angle, known as junks to the 
European and noayka to the Bengali. They are to be seen at their 
best when the wind has dropped, however, or when they are 
trying to make way against it. For on the high curved poop, the 
serang leans against his tiller above the great triangular sweep of 
a rudder plunged vertically into the water, while in front of 
him four or six men stand up and work oars the size of saplings 
in one of the most graceful movements imaginable. In perfect 
time together they take three measured and swinging paces 
along the deck, dip in the blades and then lean back from the 
shafts while the boat slides forward under their pull. Rh3rthmic- 
ally, almost studiously, they and their craft get the better of this 
turbulent river, which flows so fast that any boat trying to move 
straight across it rocks and rolls like a mad thing. 

The Hooghly bears all this traffic along, past the ghats and 
beyond the strollers along Strand Road, which Lord Hastings 
created as a promenade for ladies and gentlemen. It carries it 
past the point where the master mariners could satisfy them¬ 
selves that Calcutta knew how to deal with pirates, whose 
bodies were hung from gibbets there until 1820; for the next 
thirty years they were drowned instead off Prinsep Ghat. Oppo¬ 
site is Shalimar, with its ropeworks and a big red neon sign adver¬ 
tising Shalimar Paints, though once it was a coimtry retreat 
with a miniature garden modelled on the original Shalimar in 
Lahore, which had been laid out by Shah Jehan’s chief engineer 
and where pale hands were loved by heartsick young English¬ 
men. On the Calcutta side is the opening of Tolly’s Nullah, the 
creek that wriggles away up to the temple at Kalighat and then on 
to Warren Hastings’ old house and wealthy Aliporc; Major 
Tolly dredged it afresh in 1775 so that pilgrims should still be 
able to bathe in Ganga water when making sacrifice to Kali; 
water buffalo now hide in it from the heat, with only nostrils, 
eyes and horns poised above the surface, and children play 
skidding games on its steep banks of greasy blac^ mud. The 
Hooghly is broadening now, turning into its dogleg, and at an 
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angle the Kidderpore Dodcs have started to succeed the rich 
southern suburbs, infinitely more complex than Ck)lonel Watson 
could have imagined when he started to engineer the first berth 
within a few days of acting as second to Philip Francis in the 
duel with Hastings; for now the docks sweep away in range 
after range of warehouses and gantries and superstructures 
which are all locked in against the disturbance of the tides. 

Calcutta is not quite finished yet, but the worst is over by the 
time the Botanical Gardens come up to starboard, which Bishop 
Heber thought just like Milton’s idea of Paradise and which Sir 
Joseph Hooker used as a base while he was collecting and com¬ 
piling his famous flora of British India before returning to his 
Directorship at Kew; and in the gardens is the largest banyan 
tree in the world, which is supposed to have started life two 
centuries ago on top of a wild date-palm, under which a fakir 
would sit and beg, but which is now an astonishing growth like 
a self-made jungle, with over six hundred trunks of its own, 
covering so much ground that you can never quite get it all into 
one photograph however far back you stand. There are occa¬ 
sional brickworks to follow beside the river after this, and a vast 
Bata shoe factory to port, with two or three townships posted 
along the banks, but now the Hooghly is making speed, full of 
intimidating little eddies and swirls, through proper Lord Jim 
jungle to the Bay of Bengal. In spite of all the horrors that it 
passes and occasionally inflicts, it is a captivating river, and its 
romance is precisely the romance of Conrad, who saw it briefly 
once, when he sailed as mate in the Tilkhurst, bound from 
Singapore to Dundee in 1885, just before he wrote his first short 
story. 

It is famous for its sunsets, whose exhausted transformations 
are best witnessed from somewhere near the Gwalior Monument 
on Strand Road, where Sepoy Ganga Din and Sepoy Jugger- 
nauth Misser and Naick Runmust Singh and a variety of Bom¬ 
bardiers, Roughriders and Farriers, led by a Major-General C. H. 
Churchill, are commemorated for a battle they fatally won in 
1843. Almost always the sun has become a disc the colour of 
blood orange by the time it is apparently motionless just above 
the factories across the Hooghly. The cloudless sky is pure 
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orange by now, die river is nearly golden not khaki, the Howrah 
Bridge has lost its hazy, noon-time pallor and turned to hard 
grey steel instead. Suddenly, the sun begins to move, not chang¬ 
ing colour by even the slightest fading of its heat, but the sky 
begins to shift from orange to pure white and the river begins to 
dazzle with more light, as though it were going to recover from 
a false alarm of dusk. Immediately, the junks and the other 
boats still plodding up and down acquire a new and sharp out¬ 
line, whidi makes them individual and distinguishes them from 
the blur of the opposite bank. You can now see the sun sliding 
perceptibly down near the sign of Shalimar Paints, its circle un¬ 
broken in one instant, its bottom edge flattened in the next. 
Everything changes rapidly now. The sky moves again from 
white to something less vivid than orange, more nearly the colour 
of burnished gold. Behind you, bats begin to skim and skirmish 
around the squat grey bastions of Fort William, lying low with¬ 
in its earthworks. On the river, guttering lights are lit inside 
those tight-humped shelters on the barges, the neon sign at 
Shalimar begins to jerk and splutter into advertisement, the 
Howrah Bridge begins to dissolve upstream. As the last kite flogs 
itself hastily home past the fort and over the tree tops of the 
Maidan, the sun has become a crescent, thin as a wafer and pure 
blood now, and the sky has almost completed its spectrum to 
deep mauve. The bridge has almost vanished, the opposite bank 
is a lurking shadow, the boats betvreen arc the vaguest shapes. 
Suddenly, like the throwing of a switch, darkness. And a thou¬ 
sand small lights, flickering over and beside water, with a mus¬ 
tard glow in the sky behind as Calcutta makes ready to pass the 
night. 

Flowing into Calcutta like the Hooghly is a rich commodity of 
human beings. It has been thus ever since the foundation and it 
has never for a moment diminished. Over the past half century 
this flow has become a torrent, too. These people have been an 
indirect source of Calcutta’s wealth since the day they were bom 
and they have come to the city to share it at last, for there has 
been scarcely anywhere else for them to go if they were to have a 
chance of living above that dreadful line marking absolute 

C.-8 



142 


CALCUTTA 


poverty. At the start of the sixties the hinterland from which Cal¬ 
cutta has drawn its wealth contained 145 million people - and 
it now has well over 150 millions - living in one of the least 
urbanized areas in the whole of India. According to the 1961 
census the proportion of urban to total population throughout 
the nation was 19 per cent. At that time only West Bengal, with 
24 5 per cent, exceeded the national average among the states of 
Eastern India and this was entirely due to the vast compression 
of people into the 200 square miles of Greater Calcutta; outside 
the metropolitan district only two and a half million Bengalis 
out of 28 4 millions lived in towns, a proportion of only 9 2 per 
cent. Even today, in the four hinterland states of West Bengal, 
Bihar, Orissa and Assam, there are only sixteen cities with 
populations exceeding 100,000; and on the Indian scale of being, 
100,000 is very nearly an insignificant number of anything; 
there are almost that many people on the pavements each night 
in Calcutta. In such a situation Calcutta represents, for all its 
well-known poverty, the possibility of personal wealth not to be 
obtained elsewhere. At the beginning of the sixties the average an¬ 
nual income per head of population was Rs 194 in Bihar, Rs 259 
in Orissa, Rs 319 in Assam and Rs 327 in West Bengal. In the 
whole of India it was no more than Rs 334. But in Calcutta it 
was Rs 8ti. Only Delhi and Bombay could better that, and they 
are much too far away for any Bihari peasant to contemplate 
migration in their direction; he can walk to Calcutta if need be 
in a matter of weeks, but he would be dead before he was even 
half way to the capital of India. And even if, when he reaches 
the city, he cannot find work he can ^find many rich people 
from whom he can beg enough to stay alive until something 
better turns up. There is no one to support the destitute in a 
Bihari village, for everyone there is almost destitute himself. 

The plight of such people was displayed with much subdued 
militancy and a great deal of warm camaraderie at a congress of 
peasants in the village of Barasat, not far beyond Dum Dum, at 
the beginning of 1970. It was held under the auspices of the 
Communist Party of India which, within India’s great and per¬ 
plexing variety of communism, is the party which holds most 
strongly to the undefiled truths revealed by Moscow alone. Bara- 
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sat is where Ben^^li serfs rose up against die infamous planters 
in one of the locd resolutions whi^ followed’^e Mutiny, and 
in the literature of the congress there were even references to 
‘the notorious despot Warren Hastings’. There were many dis¬ 
plays of propaganda, of course; stands bearing drawings to illus¬ 
trate the domination of India by the British, others showing the 
life and times of Lenin, photographs demonstrating the people’s 
struggle in Vietnam. Very small and articulate boys led illiterate 
old men roxmd these displays, gravely pointing to the pictures 
with their canes while they described the meaning and signifi¬ 
cance of each one. Older girls dispensed tea and chappatis to 
hungry comrades while their brothers, wearing red berets and 
carrying bamboo quarter staves, marshalled crowds who were 
not in the least disposed to be unruly. It must have been a bit 
like this in Russia when the Narodniks were planning revolution 
before Lenin turned up, or in the backblocks of Kwciyang be¬ 
fore Chiang Kai-shek was sent packing into Formosa. There 
were many, many speeches for days on end, for this is what the 
congress had been called for, and there were delegates to hear 
them from every part of India. 

One of them was a man called Sibsankar Jha, who had fratern¬ 
ally come from his party cell somewhere in Bihar. He was small, 
he was dark, he had a shy, attractive smile and he wore his party 
badge dangling lopsided on the breast of his dhoti. He was forty- 
six years old, he was the father of seven children and he and his 
family inhabited one room made of brick and five others con¬ 
structed of thatch in a little compound of their own. He was a 
peasant farmer owning five acres of land, which meant that he 
was far better off than the average peasant farmer of Bihar. 
Most of it was rice paddy but the crop had failed for three suc¬ 
cessive years and so the family income had depended almost 
entirely upon what they could grow of sugar cane instead. The 
rice would bring them in Rs 3,500 in a decent year but the sugar 
cane had a smaller market and made only Rs 2,000. 

Sibsankar Jha and his family had last eaten meat so long ago 
that he could not re mem ber when. They enjoyed milk every 
other year, when their buffalo cow had calved, and once a day 
they ate rice as a luxury. Offierwise their diet consisted of grain 
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and pulses, which is a crop of low nutritional value that can 
eventually cause beri beri if taken for too long in too much 
quantity. Two children were at school, while the eldest, a young 
man of twenty-two, had acquired his BA at Bihar University. 
But he was unemployed; he was, in fact, learning to type to give 
himself a saleable skill, riding a bicycle eight miles each way 
every day to his lessons, which cost Rs 5 a month. The family 
were permanently in debt and this was quite the most terrible 
thing in their lives. The beginning of Sibsankar Jha*s loan is a 
bank which lends money to a credit society at six per cent 
interest. The credit society then advances money to a money¬ 
lender at an interest of ten per cent. The moneylender then gives 
Sibsankar Jha the cash he wants on condition that he pays in¬ 
terest of twenty-five per cent. Some people say that these figures 
are, if anything, on the low side of such transactions in this part 
of the world. And Indian economists will tell you that no local 
substitute for this system of usury has yet been devised. In Sib¬ 
sankar Jha’s case, it meant that he could see the time rapidly 
approaching when he would have to sell his land in order to 
pacify a moneylender who would no longer be prepared to 
grant him a loan. And if that happened, Sibsankar Jha would 
probably have to do what many Biharis have always had to do, 
at last go down to Calcutta to look for work. 

If that happened he would probably hold onto his little com¬ 
pound so that his family could stay bdiind and at least have 
shelter, while he prospected the city for a new home. If he was 
lucky he would find work. He might get a job as a labourer in 
one of the jute mills of Calcutta and if this were so he would be 
a fortunate man. There are many worse things that can happen 
to a Bihari peasant in the city. The wages arc comparatively high 
and though the work is hard and rough, it is not by any means 
as bad as some employment there. If you go into the shed of a 
jute mill and you have had any experience of a Lancashire cotton 
mill, you find that the differences between them are fewer than 
you might have anticipated. The noise is about the same, though 
the humidity here is appreciably higher and there is generally 
much less natural light. The jute operative is considerably worse 
off than the cotton worker in the conditions of his labour insofar 
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as his is a much dirtier job. The atmosphere is dusty as well as 
humid and for the men slashing the filthy bundles of raw jute 
into hanks that can be managed by the washing machines and 
then the looms, a management careful of its workers would pro¬ 
vide protective masks; which certainly doesn’t happen in Cal¬ 
cutta. But elsewhere there are no thick clouds of dust; you can 
sec fairly clearly to the opposite end of the shed, two or three 
hundred yards away, across row after row of clattering machines. 

A great number of the men working these looms, slashing the 
dusty bundles, pushing the finished gunny sacks and the hessian 
mats into the warehouses on trollies, are immigrants to Cal¬ 
cutta. One day they left their villages in search of work, in the 
hope that eventually their families would be able to follow 
them. But the weeks tended to stretch into months and then into 
years because the workman, though obtaining employment, has 
never had quite enough money to keep his wife and children on 
the higher cost of living in the city; and, above all, because he 
has not been able to find anywhere they could all live together 
tolerably by even the impoverished standards they have been 
accustomed to. And so he has shared his tmy room with two or 
three other immigrant husbands and fathers, each week he has 
gone to the General Post Office in Dalhousie Square or to one 
of its branches, and there he has queued for a small but vital 
postal order and sent it bade home to his wife. Every year, Cal¬ 
cutta despatches the equivalent of £14 million in this way and 
for this purpose, for there arc very many men sharing in its 
wealth, which at any level is much greater than that of any 
village. So it has remained what it has always tended to be, a 
city dominated by men, to a greater extent maybe, than any 
other in the world. It was so in the East India Company’s hey¬ 
day and it was unchanged when the twentieth century began. 
In 1901 there were no more than 515 women to every thousand 
men. In 1961 there were still only 612. 

In such circumstances is jute manufactured, still accoimting 
for almost a quarter of the country’s export trade in spite of 
heavy competition from East Pakistan, which acquired most 
of the jute-growing lands at Partition. Calcutta and West Bengal 
almost monopolize what was left, between them. There are nearly 
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two million families dependent upon growing jute in Calcutta’s 
hinterland, and in the city there are 200,000 people working it in 
the mills; of the 109 jute mills in India, 98 are to be found 
in West Bengal. It is a vastly profitable trade for those 
who control it, in spite of its great dependence upon fluctuating 
world markets. The British ran it almost from top to bottom 
of management until they left, though the fantastically golden 
years had become just a little dulled by then. The time for a 
well-respected man with his origins in the Scottish Lowlands to 
be running jute mills in Calcutta was during and just after the 
First World War, shortly after he and his compatriots had been 
howling with rage and bitter prophecy at the transfer of the 
capital to Delhi. Apart from any normal manufacturing during 
the war years, the millowners were then selling eight million 
sandbags a month to the War Office to protect the brave lads in 
Flanders and elsewhere. One of them boasted to the Governor 
of Bengal that they could rise to ten millions if asked. They and 
their friends in the city made so much money out of their war 
production that in the first few months of peace they surrepti¬ 
tiously began to coin a local epithet for Armistice Day. They 
called it Black Friday, because it was going to make such a severe 
cut into their profits. Then they consoled themselves at the 
Saturday Club, where they could hear forty Goanese musicians 
dressed like Central European ringmasters, playing *In a Monas¬ 
tery Garden’; or took their wives to dinner at Firpo’s new res¬ 
taurant, whose management had imported a jazz band and 
furnished the premises in the best P and O Louis Quinze style. 
For five or six years after the war the bonanza went on, with 
the average dividend from the jute mills exceeding 100 per cent 
and frequently reaching 150 per cent. Mr Nehru was one of the 
Indians who bitterly noticed in those years ‘within an hour’s 
drive of the palaces of Calcutta, semi-naked women, wild and 
imkempt, working away for the barest pittance, so that a broad 
river of wealth should flow ceaselessly to Glasgow and Dimdee 
as well as to some pockets in India’. And though the enormous 
fortunes that expatriates had always made out of Calcutta had 
dwindled by the 1930s, though their controlling interest in its 
treasure had to be abandoned on Independence Day 1947, the 
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British continued and still continue to play a very decent hand 
in the wealth of the city. 

There are many British firms in the Bengal Chamber of Com¬ 
merce which have been connected with the city for several 
generations, such as the descendants of Sir Thomas Lipton, who 
entered the local tea trade in 1890, or Brooke Bond, who fol¬ 
lowed in 1902. The chamber’s membership is littered with dozens 
of other old, familiar trading titles - Associated British Machine 
Toolmakers, Associated Electrical Industries, Atlas Assurance, 
The Avery Company, British Insulated Callender’s Cables, Eagle 
Star Insurance, English Electric, National and Grindlays Bank, 
Imperial Chemical Industries, Norwich Union Life Insurance, 
Wiggins Teape and many more. Occasionally a British firm 
modifies its title in the interests of tact, as the Imperial Tobacco 
Company of India did when it became the India Tobacco Com¬ 
pany at the end of the sixties, though this doesn’t necessarily 
save It from local suspicions of lingering Imperialism. A purely 
Indian tobacco company not long ago bought two full pages 
in The Statesman in order to mount what it called an expose of 
the foreign monopoly in India’s cigarette industry. This pointed 
out that while 60,000 million cigarettes were smoked in the coun¬ 
try each year, only 12,000 millions were produced by totally 
indigenous companies. It claimed that in recent years not only 
had many Indian companies found themselves working below 
their full capacity, but that some of them had been obliged to 
shut down a total of ninety-six factories, including eleven in 
Calcutta. It suggested that the market was dominated by two 
foreign giants, the American Tobacco Company of the United 
States, and the Imperial Tobacco Company of Great Britain, 
working in consort as the British American Tobacco Company 
Ltd. It claimed that in the case of ITC, the foreign sharehold¬ 
ing amounted to ninety-four per cent of the company’s total. 
And it is perfectly true that the British companies remaining in 
Calcutta still try to pay a good dividend to investors at home, 
while attempting to keep the city afloat with their investment on 
the spot. They do not always succeed in both objects and at least 
one of them, the Calcutta Tramways Company Ltd, is virtually 
a British charity to the city, for although it still has shareholders 
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in die United Kingdom it is run by the West Bengal Govern¬ 
ment, which expropriated the concern some years ago. 

It is instructive to read the files of these British firms in the 
Board of Trade's company registry in London. One of the 
thickest, running to two or three volumes, is that of the Calcutta 
Electric Supply Corporation, which began to generate power for 
the city as the Indian Electric Company in 1897. This has 
managed to do rather better for itself than the tramways com¬ 
pany. There was not a year between 1965 and 1968 when some¬ 
thing called the Adjusted Profits of Calcutta Electric (gross 
profits before deducting depreciation and after deducting deben¬ 
ture interest) were less than £3,487,000 and in 1965 they were 
£5,132,000. Even in 1969 they were £2,810,000 and, as the chair¬ 
man pointed out in his annual report for the year, this meant 
that when loans, interests and several other encumbrances had 
been dealt with, no less than £1,177,971 clear profit could be de¬ 
clared, paying a dividend for the year of 9 per cent. He was not 
entirely happy about this figure which was, he said, £20,405 less 
than the Reasonable Return agreed upon by the Electricity (Sup¬ 
ply) Act of 1948. ‘As I have said before*, he remarked on that 
occasion, ‘the lot of industrial management in Calcutta today is 
not a bed of roses - this is especially so in the case of a public 
utility like ours.' Now, Calcutta Electric provides more than 
10,000 very badly needed jobs in the city, quite apart from pro¬ 
ducing electricity, and although these employees are doubtless as 
dutiful as any workmen there (at least they alwa3^ get a vote 
of thanks for their services in the annual report) the fact is that 
the chairman was on that occasion speaking during a high wave 
of industrial and political unrest in Calcutta. This, and several 
other trying local factors, was reflected in the Corporation’s next 
annual report, which could only present a clear profit for 1970 
of £787,301 - and this time, the Reasonable Return was missed 
by the margin of £449,000. Nevertheless, it was possible to make 
an ex gratia payment of £6,000 to a retiring director and dona¬ 
tions to charitable organizations in India amounted to £743 that 
year, as against £521 in 1969. 

One of the difficulties for a British company like Calcutta 
Electric, doing business in the city but registered in London with 
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its head office in Bloomsbury, has been its subjection to Indian 
Corporation Tax amounting to 70 per cent It was chiefly in 
order to reduce this to the rate of 50 6 per cent imposed on 
domestic companies in India that in January 1970, the firm 
shifted its headquarters to Chowringhee Square and controlled 
itself from Calcutta. Where, imtil 1970, it had two Indian direc¬ 
tors in Calcutta and five Englishmen living either in Suflolk, 
Sussex or London, it now has four directors resident in India 
and three in Britain. The list of shareholders remains unchanged 
by a strategy which, after all, has been adopted chiefly for their 
benefit. Half the shareholders have for many years been Indians, 
a majority of them inhabiting the more salubrious parts of south 
Calcutta. The other half are sprawled on fixed and fluctuating 
incomes throughout the length and breadth of the British Isles 
and elsewhere. There is a Burnside in Derby and a Bushell in 
Richmond, a Callow in Maidenhead and a Ballantyne in Glas¬ 
gow, a Hook in Exeter and a Wylie in Belfast, a Thompson in 
Tunbridge Wells and a Ward in Brighton. There is a clergyman 
in Bury St Edmunds and a lady living on the Costa del Sol. 
There are companies and groups of shareholders, like the Scot¬ 
tish Union and National Insurance Company of Edinburgh, 
which holds 10,000 shares, and Twenty Nine Gracechurch 
Street Nominees Ltd, which holds 3,725. The list of British 
shareholders in Calcutta Electric is a long and lingering one, in 
fact, a very paradigm of the British connection with the city 
itself. 

Calcutta’s commerce is manipulated most carefully and trans¬ 
acted most powerfully in the streets around Dalhousie Square. 
This was once Tank Square, when the burra sahibs sent their 
bheesties to draw water by the bagful from old Loll Diggy, and 
the tank is usually brimming today, though it is now circum¬ 
navigated by tramcars and a high fence is intended, and utterly 
fails, to discourage people from so much as washing their clothes 
in the water and putting them to dry on the sloping concrete 
banks of the tank. On one side is the Writers’ Building where the 
Government of West Bengal, when there is one, functions loudly 
behind Early English openings and classically pedimented en¬ 
trances which have been uniformly colour-washed in burnt 
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sienna. Opposite is the pale ochre sk y scraper of the Telephone 
Bhavan and, between the two, the square is dominated by a 
green copper dome above a Doric colonnade, which belongs to 
the General Post Office, and very nearly to the army of pave¬ 
ment trad^men who also skirmish up its steps and over the 
inlaid brass line which marks a boundary of the first Fort 
William. 

In the streets to the North and West, along Lyons Range, up 
Qive Row, down Fairlie Place and beside the full length of 
Netaji Subhas Road, are stacked the offices and company head¬ 
quarters of Bengal's new Nabobs and their British progenitors. 
Trim-suited and Westernized very often, but sometimes in 
chadar and little astrakhan cap, the babus come each day past the 
armed guards on the door (for there is much money here and 
there are many impatient poor) and up to die boardroom in 
quietly-humming lifts. And down below, in the deep shades cast 
by the Royal Exchange and the buildings round about, the streets 
seethe with the passage of clerks in pastel shirt and slacks which 
deteriorate to highly-pointed shoes over fluorescent socks, or in 
brilliant white dhotis with bare legs ending in sloppy rounded 
shoes and no socks, all of them bearing leather briefcases and 
canvas pouches and documents zipped into plastic folders. The 
traffic in people is so great here that the pavements are inade¬ 
quate to contain them and they overflow onto the roads and 
become as confused and shapeless as a football crowd coming 
out of the stadium after the final whistle, swirling and darting 
in every direction between the cars, the handcarts, the taxis and 
the lorries, leaving small and intermittent spaces where work¬ 
men in shabby khaki shorts, their chests glistening through the 
holes in their singlets and their heads swathed in grubby make¬ 
shift turbans, are flinging sand upon tarmac which is gently 
bubbling in the heat. 

Not all the private wealth of Calcutta is schemed and pro¬ 
grammed in these few streets; there is many a thriving little 
empire conducted from one of the rising tower blocks beyond the 
Maidan. But this is Calcutta's Wall Street, its City, its Bourse. 
It is rife with company directors whose pay cheque may only 
amount to Rs 5,000 a month but ^10 can safely slip almost all 
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of that in the bank, for everything they possess - house, cars, ser¬ 
vants, refrigerators, pots and pans - is thoughtfully taken care of 
by a board which is very wise in the ways of self-defence against 
India's high taxation rates. It is full of men like the late Shri 
Y. L. Agarwal, whose colleagues once took a very large adver¬ 
tisement in The Statesman in his revered memory; there was an 
uplifting text beneath the photograph of a gentleman who gazed 
at the readers benignly from behind his hom-rimmed spectacles 
and who passed away on 26 December 1967. ‘Shri Agarwal,’ so it 
said, ‘dedicated his whole life to the betterment of the scrap 
industry and set us the guide-line we religiously follow. Our 
Humble tribute to him lies in our achieving the Certificate of 
Merit recently awarded to us by the Government of India for 
the highest export of scraps.’ 

This is where the biggest giants of Indian business abide. The 
mammoth Tata Iron and Steel Corporation is anchored here, 
which may be compared to the Bethlehem combine in the United 
States. And here, in an almost too tasteful suite of offices at the 
top of the Royal Exchange, are to be found the Birla Brothers, 
who can only be compared to the Fords or the Rockefellers or the 
Krupps as a wealthy dynasty, but who are otherwise totally 
unique. If it is possible to conceive of a London family which 
owned Imperial Chemical Industries, Shell, Unilever, British 
Leyland and half a dozen lesser concerns the size of Sainsbury’s, 
it is just possible to grasp the position of the Birlas in the Indian 
order of things and their ridiculous hold on the national eco¬ 
nomy. In assets it may be that Tata of Bombay - who founded 
Jamshedpur fifty years ago and started the airline which was 
eventually nationalized into Air India - are still slightly ahead 
of Birlas; but the Birla Brothers are growing at a rate which far 
exceeds anyone else’s. They have a total monopoly of motor car 
production in India with Hindustan Motors and they own one 
of its biggest newspapers, the Hindustan Times; they control 
the Indian Shipping Co. Ltd, the Hindusthan Investment Cor¬ 
poration Ltd, Hind Gas and Industries Ltd, Jayashree Textiles 
Ltd, Minerals and Minerals Ltd, Textile Machinery Corporation 
Ltd, Universal Electric Co. Ltd, UraVersal Cables Ltd, and the 
Usha Development Co. Ltd - all of which merely gives an idea 
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of their range, fOr these are simply a of several dozen Birla 
enterprises. 

They came from the deserts of Rafasthan in Western India, 
like every other Marwari family. There was once a Birla Prime 
Minister of Jaipur State and, half a century ago, his son set out 
by camel from the ancestral home at Pillani to seek his fortune 
in Bombay. He made it as a bullion broker there and from it 
founded the commercial House of Birla, which had almost 
achieved its present consuming size by the time he retired to 
Benares where his sons, the Birla Brothers, would come from 
time to time to seek his sage council. They have congregated 
elsewhere outside Calcutta when necessary and, not infrequently, 
careful newspaper readers of India's equivalent of the European 
court circulars have been able to note items issuing from the 
Rashtrapati Bhavan in Delhi like this one: *Nov. 5 (1956) - 
The following came to lunch: Shri Ghansyamdas Birla, Shri 
Brijmohan Birla, Shri Lakshmi Narayan Birla, Shri Basant 
Kumar Birla, Shri Gangaprosad Birla, Shri Madho Prosad and 
Shri Prabhu Dayal Himatsingka.’ This has meant that all the 
important members of the Birla family, together with their 
solicitor, have been breaking rice with the President of India. 
They have always been deeply involved in the politics of the 
nation, and the Congress Party for several decades would have 
been quite lost financially without them. Gandhi himself looked 
to them for support and stayed with them often. He was assassi¬ 
nated on the prayer ground of their Delhi mansion and another 
great Congress and national leader, Sardar Patel, was nursed 
through his last illness by Birlas in the same place. 

They have a colossal and well-publicized reputation for 
charity. Among many other things, they have founded a univer¬ 
sity in their native village of Pillani, they have built the splendid 
Lakshmi Narain Hindu temple in Delhi, they have set up the 
Birla Education Trust. Calcutta has boiehted from a Medical 
and Relief Society, the Birla Industrial and Technological 
Museum, and, at the top end of Chowringhee, the only plane¬ 
tarium in the country, whose dome houses a collection of pro¬ 
jectors and optical equipment expensively imported hrom East 
Germany. Oddly, not a single Birla rupee has yet gone in the 
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direcuon of Mother Teresa and her sisters, who exist on chanty 
which they then pass on to those even poorer than themselves. 
And the Birlas have many, many rupees Twenty years ago, 
when India was just emergmg from war and dominion, their 
total output was worth £45 milhon, and they have been expand- 
mg ever since 

They have also, once or twice, been mvestigated for the possi¬ 
bility of evading their taxes on a monumental scale In 1948 an 
Income Tax Investigation Commission under Mr Justice Vara- 
dachariar was set up and two years later reported that the 
following Birla concerns were culpable of evasion Cotton 
Agents Ltd Rs i crore 10 lakhs, Birla Brothers Ltd Rs 90 lakhs. 
Model Knittmg Ltd Rs 15 lakhs, R K Kejrmal Groups Rs 24 
lakhs, Loyalka Groups Rs 40 lakhs, Birla Cotton Mills Ltd Rs 
2 crores. Orient Paper Mills Ltd Rs 2 crores * No sooner had it 
dropped this bomb^ell than a Birla nephew, Sarojmall Mohta, 
filed a suit with the Supreme Court, challenging the basis of the 
Commission’s constitution, and the Court found that the Act 
under which the commission had operated offended Article 14 of 
the Indian Constitution, that the commission was therefore 
void So the investigated cases were handed over to Government 
officers for further action, and nothing more was heard of the tax 
evasion cases officially But an advocate of the Calcutta High 
Court, who also held his Master’s degrees in economics and 
commerce, eventually published two books, which amounted to a 
one-man investigation of the Birla companies, immensely detailed 
in Its evidence, garnished with photostats of relevant documents 
And though the first book, in two volumes, is now twentv vears 
old and the second has been on sale smce 1957, Government 
has done nothing very much apart from settmg up a judicial 
commission of inquiry into Birla affairs, at the end of 1969, in 
response to the lobbying of left-wing MPs who drew its atten¬ 
tion to the findmgs of the Dutta Industrial Licensing Committee 
some months previously But Mrs Gandhi’s decision in ’ 969 to 
abolish managing agencies would not have been welcome in the 
House of Birla which, among other roles, is the managing 
agency m excelsis with assets m 1967 of more than £265 millions. 

* A lakh IS 100,000, a ciore 1$ ten miUioa. 
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The Birlas have that mansion in Delhi, they have ample re¬ 
treats at Mussoorie and at Nainital in the hUls, but home as vreU 
as headquarters has long been in Calcutta. At the headquarters 
in the Royal Exchange the initials of the leading Birlas - L.N., 
K.K., B.K., G.P., S.K., M.P., B.M., and G - arc engraved be¬ 
side little sliding panels to indicate whether each is in or out. On 
the top storey of the building, above the accounting machines 
and the electric typewriters, the Birlas lunch and negotiate their 
business in air-conditioned opulence, seated upon red leather and 
tznder soft diffused lighting, while the food is served through a 
wrought-iron grille; it is vegetarian and no drink is taken with 
it, nor do the Birlas smoke, for they are exceedingly rigorous 
in their religious observances. They are also exceedingly care¬ 
ful of their privacy and their security. Across the city in deepest 
Alipore, far from the contamination of the bust^s, lies Birla 
Park, surrounded by a high wall invigilated by guards who 
scrutinize each visitor very carefully at the gate and then an¬ 
nounce his coming by telephone to whichever of the Birla fami¬ 
lies is prepared to receive him. For inside the wall are several 
separate Birla dwellings, one for each active brother, as well as 
various communal features of a considerable and highly culti¬ 
vated landscape. Here is a breakfast garden shaded by bamboo, 
there is a Japanese garden modelled exactly on the traditions of 
Honshu, and much of the space in between is occupied by lily 
ponds and crazy paving and shrubbery and coadstone urns, not 
nearly as wom-ont as those of the Mullicks at the Marble Palace. 
But the climactic moment for a visitor to Birla Park is the dis¬ 
covery of a possession that marks this astonishing tribe for who 
and what and how they are in the context of Calcutta, above all 
the other things that they own and control and manipulate from 
one end of India to the other. It somehow signifies their real 
wealth much more than any calculation of rupees that might be 
made even by an accountant not employed by the Birlas. It is an 
ice-skating rink, insulated frigidly from a normal temperature of 
100 degrees in the shade. Such is the environment of an inter¬ 
view which one of the ladies of the compound, Mrs Sarala Birla, 
gave one day to a man representing die magazine which Pan 
American Airways give away to their passengers. When he asked 
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her what she would do if she found hersdf Prime Minister of 
India, she began her reply with the words *Make people work.. .* 

There are aerial photographs of Calcutta to be seen in this or 
that guide book which might make any stranger wonder what on 
earth was all the fuss about poverty in this dty. They have usu¬ 
ally been taken from the top of some high buildings a few 
blocks East of Chowrmghee. From such a vantage point, what is 
visible through a carefully-positioned lens consists of wide 
streets much shaded by trees, stretching unbroken by anything 
more ominous than a glaring modem tower block to what is 
clearly an enormous park, with an intriguing prospect of a few 
ships’ funnels and the Howrah Bridge indistinctly on a heat- 
hazed horizon beyond. The streets will probably be Rawdon or 
Hungerford or Wood or Camac, or what used to be Theatre 
Road but is now Shakespeare Sarani, or what was once Har¬ 
rington now translated as Ho Chi Minh. The park is indeed 
enormous for it is the Maidan, and that stretches for two miles 
in one direction and one mile in the other. You could take a 
similar photograph from somewhere along the very top end of 
Broadway, looking towards the Cloisters, and it would be just as 
unrepresentative of New York as a whole; or from high above 
Cromwell Road where it is crossed by Queen’s Gate, with the 
camera aimed past the Albert Memorial, and it would give you 
the same highly selective view of London. 

This is not yet Alipore, where the unbelievably rich of Calcutta 
live; Alipore is the next stop South, beyond the Maidan and the 
Racecourse, proclaimed on one side of the road by the Z(x^ and 
on the other by the old Hastings house at Belvedere, with its 
Bengal tiger still flexed above the entrance to what is now the 
National Library. Nor is it Old Ballygunge, where there is an¬ 
other well-landed enclave. Here, just before Alipore, here is the 
residential district of those who by the most comfortable Western 
standards are pretty well to do, who by the norms of the dty 
are rich beyond comprehension. It is also the territory of the 
imperial and ex-imperial brainwashers - the Soviet and United 
States Information Services, the British Council. It would not be 
safe to say that there is no bustee wifliin a mile, for Calcutta has 
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a horrible habit of surprising you with )u$t where she can park a 
couple of thousand poor, at the end of a side alley leading off a 
fairly respectable-looking road. But pavement sleepers are com¬ 
paratively thin upon the ground here and you could easily walk 
a quarter of a mile at midnight roimd these streets without 
stumbling over a bundle of rags that stirs and proves that it is 
still alive. For the most part, when the gutters run with water 
here it is because someone is handling a pump deliberately fixed 
at a street comer to provide for small tradesmen, taxi drivers and 
anyone else far from or without a domestic tap, and not because 
a standpipe has been smashed into a permanent gusher. The 
movement of people here is much like that along the spacious 
roads of New Delhi above Connaught Place; scarcely more 
crowded than in a British suburb, with a group of idlers gossip¬ 
ing by a corner, a handful of cyclists wheeling along, a coolie 
striding beautifully with a great basket of vegetables on his head, 
taxis rolling past the potholes and honking baritonally at every 
intersection, rickshaws with their sleighbell ring, and maybe a 
man with a pair of half-dressed monkeys on a lead, who stand up 
and prance the moment he shakes his little cord-lashed drum 
in the hope of attracting your patronage. The houses here stand 
back from the street behind walls that are not repellently high 
and there are sometimes lawns, with the mali rearranging a 
water sprinkler, sometimes gardens that are vivid and intoxi¬ 
cating with bougainvillaea and jasmine, sometimes courtyards 
with a range of sheds just inside the wall that could contain 
ponies but which harbour the servants instead. All this is the 
province of the superior tradesmen, the managers and the rising 
young executives of Calcutta. 

The province is terminated to the North by the busy brash 
line of Park Street, which links Chowringhee and the Maidan 
with the tough underside of Calcutta represented by the Lower 
Circular Road. In a sense, Park Street is its focal point also, for 
this is where many rich drift when work is done, where they take 
much of their amusement, where many of their values arc 
paraded in public, where they can be seen making fastidious con¬ 
tact with the poor; or very carefully and blankly avoiding it. 
Park Street was not always a combination of honky-tonk and 
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urbane shopping centre, as it mostly is today. Its name came 
out of the deer park which Sir Elijah Impey had here. The ex¬ 
clusively erudite Asiatic Society built headquarters at the Chow- 
ringhee end, where the spiritual descendants of Jones and Cole^ 
brooke still come to pore over the twenty thousand increasingly 
dusty volumes of orientalia. And towards the Lower Circular 
Road, where the bright lights have faded, where garish neon has 
given way to butter-coloured and standard electric, is the ceme¬ 
tery where the old British masters of India buried their dead 
and raised astonishing monuments to their memory. But the 
pyramids of Park Street Cemetery are now almost (though not 
quite) a world and a century or two away from the general 
flavour of the thoroughfare at its upper and fashionable end. 
Right alongside the Asiatic Society’s drab and unobtrusive 
frontage is a high and faceless hotel whose cultural origins lie 
somewhere in the post-war concrete jungles of the midtown 
United States; and, indeed, this is where the Pan American 
limousine finishes its journeys from Dum Dum, depositing its last 
passengers at Reception before being parked itself in the mezza¬ 
nine garage. And this is the aspiring tone of the next five hundred 
yards of Park Street 

The Park Hotel contains a night club called the In and Out, 
where there is 'Cabaret by Heather. Also Mina in exotic Oriental 
and Continental dances. Music by Paul Correia with Hazel at 
the mike. Panday with his telepathic wonder show. Reva, the 
lady with the radar mind, answering all the innermost ques¬ 
tions.* There are many other niteries along the road, like the 
Moulin Rouge, the Blue Fox, ±e Mocambo and Trincas ('En¬ 
chanting Eve, popular Toto, Shilling’s Fentones, irresistible 
Iqbal Singh. Morning discotheques from ten a.m. to noon*) and 
once you are over the threshold it is scarcely possible to distin¬ 
guish one from the other. The lighting is concealed and barely 
adequate even for flirtation, the menus are almost the size of the 
tables-for-two and the liquor comes at a price to make an Eng¬ 
lishman gulp in this wettest of all Indian cities, where only 
Thursday is theoretically non-intoxicating. When an iiresistible 
Iqbal Singh or an ocotic Mina is not performing, the ledge at 
the top of the room is invariably occupied by a three- or four- 
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piece band whose players may have been bom and bred in Bom* 
bay or points East but whose music, deafening even when it is 
meant to be soothing, was beginning to die down in London or 
Manchester ten or fifteen years ago. There are usually special 
lighting effects playing upon the band, a succession of greens 
and oranges and blues sloyvrly flooding glass panels behind and 
around the instrumentalists, which are identical to those which 
used to suffuse the most popular British cinema organists in the 
thirties and the forties. It is generally a nostalgic indulgence to be 
there and a relief to get outside again, even though this means 
forsaking the crisp pleasure of air-conditioning for the sopping 
humidity of the night. 

The shopping style of Park Street is Westernized, too. There 
are occasional cubby-hole tradesmen, usually dispensing tobacco 
or pan or bootlaces, but most business is conducted behind plate- 
glass windows with a till instead of an old tin to contain the cur¬ 
rency. There are emporiums here which sell anything from 
plastic toys and lavatory paper to patent medicines, bottles of 
lime-juice, and biscuits which have been packaged by the factory 
in several layers of waxed or tin-foiled paper to prevent them 
going rotten in the climate. There are shops which do a roaring 
trade in nothing but saris and silks. There are businesses which 
specialize in pop-up toasters or thermostatic irons but which, in 
all their electrical commodities, never offer a vacuum cleaner for 
sale, because in Calcutta a human carpet sweeper is infinitely 
less expensive and much more durable as well. Park Street also 
includes two or three of the best bookshops in town, where you 
can purchase your Basildon Bond notepaper as well as Mr Man¬ 
chester’s account of a President’s death, but very little that is not 
written in English. It contains a rambling auction sale room, 
where bargains can be obtained in garden statuary, middle-aged 
upholstery, mounted buffalo heads and bundles of electro-plated 
cutlery which have been abandoned by the latest British family to 
leave the land. At several points there are news stands - a sheet 
or two of cardboard on the groimd, bearing five or ten yards of 
Indian newspapers and Western magazines running a gamut 
from Time to True Confessions, from New Statesman to Health 
and Efficiency. 
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It has restaurants as well as eating places whidi are chiefly 
night dubs, and here there is a very fine demarcation line be¬ 
tween those which cater for the shopkeeping or the rickshaw¬ 
owning ridh and those which pander to the executive rich. The 
first of these people are rather more likely to eat in family out¬ 
ings at the Chinese house next to the auction rooms, alongside 
Westerners who fed Uke a break from curry. The decor is uni¬ 
versal chinoiserie and My Pair Lady is coming moderatdy loud 
and dear through amplifiers, but when the dhobi arrives with 
his enormous load of newly-laundered tabledoths he counts it 
piece by piece with the management upon the floor beside the 
diners. Somewhat more polished than this is the Kwality just 
over the road, where the clientele is in rather better business or 
still clinging, like the handful of Anglo-Indian ladies who pop in 
at teatime for a gaudy icecream confection with nuts on top, to 
the fading remnant of an ascendancy which the British and 
mixed blood once gave their sires and their grandams. 

At the Kwality the tinned music is so perfectly muted when 
it is there at all that 3rou cannot identify the tunes, the manage¬ 
ment would not dream of exposing their laundry before the custo¬ 
mers, and their own professional aspirations were perhaps accom¬ 
plished by the beginning of 1970 when they finally achieved wall 
to wall carpeting throughout their establishment. Before that, 
the long aisle between the tables was bare, and all day a humble 
man m khatd would move up and down crabwise on his 
haunches, swabbing the floor with a damp cloth around each 
chair leg and between each dining foot, without ever raising his 
eyes from his task. Nobody seemed to notice his presence; in 
fact, nobody was obliged to, for the slightest movement in his 
direction from customers, waiters or anyone else, was enough to 
make him deftly swivel his body out of the way, to avoid all 
possibility of contact. 

India sometimes seems to be the intruder here; it becomes the 
great amorphous power whidh tiie British used to feel claustro- 
phobically surrounding them and threatening them. It is still 
there, waiting to be harnessed and bidden and used for the 
pleasure and necessity of alien values. There is no getting away 
from h. At almost every intersection along Park Street there are 
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rickshaws waiting for passengers. There are small boys waiting 
to clean shoes. There are men of no apparent vocation gossiping 
around the tobacco stalls, smoking beedics which they have lit 
from a smouldering length of rope that someone has thought¬ 
fully tied to a lamp-post. There are people coming and going 
perpetually, bearing burdens of indiscriminate size and composi¬ 
tion, heaving and sweating until late at night behind bullock 
carts that are not rumbling and lurching fast enough, their 
storm lanterns swinging and jerking at the back. They are all in 
some way at the disposal of the other people moving in and out 
of the shops, the restaurants and the clubs, whose colour may be 
identical, whose dress (particularly in the case of women) may 
often derive from the same tradition, but whose mannerisms 
suggest both ownership and alienation. 

In the Kwality at limchtime some ascending young entrepre¬ 
neur, who has had his two girl friends round-eyed and giggling 
at his story of a dashing drive up the Grand Trunk Road to 
Durgapur, will suddenly shoot his elegant cuffs and bellow 
‘Bearah’ across the room; what he really wants is the waiter with 
the bill, but the jargon of command was settled long ago in this 
city fay men infinitely paler than he, and he can even imitate to 
perfection their intonation as well as their vocabulary. At night 
he and his blood brothers will emerge from a similar restaurant 
or club, together with their women, and they may pause for a 
moment before collecting their cars or hailing a taxi to purchase 
a balloon from a man who is almost hidden beneath a bobbing 
mass of them; or to buy a garland of those small, white, bell¬ 
shaped and stickily sweet-smelling flowers whose name is mogra. 
Then they will stroll, more easily, more indolently, much more 
slowly than any Westerner would dare to, past every beggar on 
Park Street without even a glance in their direction. And if a 
beggar should persist in his entreaties while these rich people 
are chattering and laughing at the kerb before getting into a car, 
he will be dismissed without anyone actually looking at him, 
with a gesture which is at once one of the most delicate and one 
of the most appalling that a human being ever contrived. It is a 
movement of the hand and wrist at the end of an arm which is 
not quite outstretched. Ladies of the British royal family are 
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inclined to render their own stunted version of one element in 
it, to signify gracious condescension as they pass their subjects 
by in a car. But here the hand is upturned, the wrist rotates 
freely and the fingers flow one after the other away from the 
body. The gesture is delivered with the suspicion of a shrug in 
the shoulder and it means, at one and the same time, don’t 
even recognize your existence* and ‘Don’t you dare to pollute me 
with your presence’ and quite simply ‘Fuck off. In it you detect 
a dismal truth about the gap which separates the people who 
frequent Park Street. For it is not India which threatens and en* 
compasses on the outside, but the poor. And it is not the merely 
Westernized who are surrounded and besieged but the rich, who 
were in this land when all its people were Hindu, whose original 
alienation is vanished in antiquity, being simply fortified by the 
Moguls and buttressed by the British, being grafted into both 
these strains, the mannerisms bemg those of the last who hap¬ 
pened to lead along this way. 

And because the British were the last rulers, because the ambi¬ 
tions of the nation are rising towards an economy and a form of 
civilization that has been instrumentalized in the West, the execu¬ 
tive rich of Calcutta are to be found casting themselves as care¬ 
fully as they can in the same mould. The home revolves around 
the drawing room and if there is a concession to Mother India it 
is not very often taken farther than the food or the row of dolls 
or masks or brightly-painted clay animals or other native craft 
symbols ranged along the mantelpiece or upon the shelf over the 
pelmet. There will be a radiogram, possibly a tape recorder, and 
even here there will be a refrigerator, for that is a symbol as well 
as an important piece of equipment. There will be a bottle or two 
of whisky, for that lubricates business friendships as splendidly 
in Calcutta as it does in Cape Cod. The adolescent and mature 
women of the household will wear the sari or other forms of 
Indian dress, for nothing the West has yet devised is more grace¬ 
ful or engaging than such local garments; but the men, the boys 
and the little girls will have imported clothes in their wardrobes 
and little else. The children will be encouraged to call their 
parents Daddy and Mummy with, as nearly as they can manage 
it, both the accents and the sentiments of Surbiton. Daddy will 

C.-9 
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play golf if he can pass muster with the very particular member^ 
ship committee of exclusive Tollygunge, and both he and 
Mummy will go to regular parties at which the pattern is in¬ 
variably one of ball-room dancing with dinner following around 
midnight, because the Indian habit is to go home after you have 
dined with your host; which may or may not be one reason why 
the executives of Calcutta, faithfully following the precedents of 
the West, are notoriously subject to chronic gastric troubles. 
The dancing will be strictly ‘ball-room’, with nothing nearly as 
vulgar as the Twist or its subsequent variations. The music will 
come off the radiogram and its general tempo is suggested by 
the list of best-selling long-playing records issued by the Gramo¬ 
phone Company of India Ltd (part of the EMI empire) for 
1969; which included, among the top eight discs, Nat King 
Cole, Danny Kaye, Mantovani, Joe Loss, Enoch Light, The 
Ventures, The Seekers and ‘All Star Discotheque Dance 
Album’. 

This is a confused culture, then. It can have an executive 
arriving in the office at the start of Durga Puja, which is Bengal’s 
major Hindu festival, and greeting his staff with ‘Happy Puja’ - 
which precisely identifies the man for the hybrid he is. For al¬ 
though he himself will be nominally Hindu, he will have been 
curiously claimed by his position, his wealth and his ambitions, 
for a variety of Christian British rituals. There will be no great 
family reunions at Christmas or New Year because, more likely 
than not, sisters and brothers will still be firmly settled in Hindu 
traditions, but there will be heavy drinking and there will be all- 
night parties; it is even known for a family like this to consume 
hot-cross buns for breakfast on Good Friday. An advertisement 
recently offering refrigerators for sale, did so with the picture of a 
lady in a sari regarding the latest model, under the inviting 
heading *Wilt thou take this Leonard..And just as the relation¬ 
ships between parents and children, generally prized in India as 
in few Western societies, can be seen crumbling under the pres¬ 
sures of extreme poverty in the bustces, so they can be noticed 
splintering under the blandishments of wealth and alien custom 
in the executive suburbs. The children tend to be left with 
grandparents when there is a foreign business trip to be awarded 
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and increasingly when there are annual holidays to be taken up 
in Kashmir or down at Gopalpur-on-sea. 

At the apex of this society are the clubs of Calcutta. There are 
two kinds of commercial traveller regularly making their way 
into the city from some other part of India, or even farther 
afield. One is the man in small business who is hoping to im¬ 
prove an uncertainly secure position by some careful barter 
around the side streets of Dalhousie Square or along the calcu¬ 
lating length of Braboume Road. He will probably spend his 
few days in town lodged in some entirely Indian hotel like the 
Minerva, where foreigners are looked upon as curiosities, where 
the rooms glare with neon strip-lights and the shutters are al¬ 
ways firmly shut, where the bathrooms en suite are walled in 
undecorated concrete, where food is taken in a slightly jazzy 
restaurant next door, where the servants sleep on the staircase at 
night because the hotel is home as well as work to them, and 
where the lad who carried your bags briskly demands a second 
rupee on top of the tip you have already given him. The traveller 
lodging in such a place will probably be entertained one evening 
by his most benevolent or most anxious contact to the high life 
of the Blue Fox or some other resort in Park Street. He will 
proceed no higher than this up the social scale of Calcutta. 

But let some captain or rising subaltern of industry fly into 
Dum Dum, and one of the first things he will pass after his 
transit through the arrival lounge is a notice board with gilt 
lettering upon a gravy-coloured varnish. This is a roll of the 
eighteen clubs in Calcutta available to anyone who might be 
welcome and at ease in White’s or Boodle’s or the Athenaeum or 
some other equivalent in St James’s, London. Here is the Auto¬ 
mobile Association of Eastern India Club, the Ordnance Club, 
the Calcutta South Club and others of a second rank. Above 
them rise the Royal Calcutta Turf Club, the Bengal Club, the 
Tollygunge Club and the Calcutta Club itself. The man who has 
an cntr6e here would never dream of staying at a purely Indian 
hotel, but will instead book himself into the Great Eastern Hotel 
or the very Grand Hotel, whose clientele is cosmopolitan, whose 
lobbies have their own shops, whose bedrooms are as ample and 
highly equipped as almost anything that Europe and the 
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Americas have to offer, and whose commissionaires, rigged in 
turbans and cummerbunds like princes on one of the old durbar 
days, are employed to spend a projxntion of their time shooing 
the beggars away from the immediate vicinity of the entrance; 
and, when they are not doing that, to open and shut the door be¬ 
fore any guest can even contemplate the risk of fatiguing himself, 
while they offer him a smart salute and a great clumping to¬ 
gether of heavily-booted heels in the process. 

At the Tollygungc, which is said to be the most select of these 
establishments nowadays, they have acres of parkland, quite 
apart from other possessions up to and including stables, a golf 
course and a swimming pool, and here people can sit and toy 
with their drinks upon easy cane chairs beneath trees, while 
they perhaps imagine themselves on an uncommonly stifling day 
at home in or on a visit to the suburban woodlands of England; 
and half of them are probably quite unaware that in the lee of 
the wall that encircles this oasis, lies yet another of Calcutta’s 
bustees. At the Royal Calcutta, apart from the usual club amen¬ 
ities, there is of course the racing, which can be observed from 
the grand enclosure for Rs 15 (please note that no cheques or 
10Us can be accepted at the ticket boxes). At the Bengal Club, 
which was once the supreme unofficial headquarters of the Raj 
and which would never permit an Indian to pollute its member¬ 
ship, they sadly have had to auction their impressive Chowring- 
hee frontage and retreat into reduced circumstances at the back. 
At the Calcutta Club they were always more dvil to the natives 
of the country, and the main staircase is hung with the photo¬ 
graphs of club presidents whose faces have from the start very 
carefully been alternately white and brown; and in this amiable 
atmosphere, two thousand gentlemen who have each subscribed 
Rs 1,500 to belong, can further enjoy the sensation that goes 
with the knowledge of four thousand other gentlemen anxiously 
waiting to get in. 

There is a common form to all the dubs, whatever their dis¬ 
tinctive caste marks might be. These are places where you can 
sit out on a lawn as trim and almost as close shaven as a bowling 
gre en while the rest of Calcutta, at the very worst, merdy roars 
at you from somewhere beyond the high and mighty walk You 
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can probably take your good lady along for a drink before dinner 
and if the servants, who are uniformed in the same style ordained 
for those commissionaires at the Grand and the Great Eastern, 
do not attend to your needs smartly enough, you can punch the 
highly-polished brass bell provided on each open-air table to 
bring two or three of them scurrying at once. But in spite of 
the heterosexual lawns and lounges and dining rooms, the focal 
point of all this clubmanship remains the purely masculine 
smoking room and bar. 

Here you may encounter the Maharajadhiraja of Burdwan, 
spruced up in his brocade smoking jacket, or the vigorous Com¬ 
missioner of Police, Mr Ranjit Gupta, who when not engaged in 
his constabulary duties can be discovered playing polo or re¬ 
viewing books for The Statesman or delivering witty lectures on 
the Battle of the Jhelum, in which Alexander the Great is sup¬ 
posed to ha\^ crushed the Indian Prince Porus in 326 BC. Here 
are doctors who, like the majority of men in their profession, 
have at the earliest opportunity rushed out of the State medical 
service, where the emoluments are so low that a teaching profes¬ 
sor will collect no more than Rs 2,500 a month; they are said to 
make quite Rs 20,000 a month in Calcutta out of private prac¬ 
tices which exact Rs 128 (or about £7) for a house visit. Here 
are barristers who, in this litiginous place, are reputed to amass 
Rs 50,000 a month, which puts them more or less on the same 
financial footing that Sir Elijah Impey and Thomas Farrer 
enjoyed when they were here. Here are men who help to keep the 
immaculately white premises of Hamilton’s, the jewellers, in very 
fine fettle in Old Court House Street, and whose weekly shop¬ 
ping generally includes its ration of St Emilion at the equivalent 
of £10 a bottle and Dry Monopol at £14. There are gentlemen 
around these mahogany tables who still seal their correspond¬ 
ence with red wax and who complain about their laundry bills, 
which must indeed be taxing when a chap who wishes to clothe 
himself in white drills and ducks all the time - as many in Cal¬ 
cutta do - reckons that he needs fourteen pairs of trousers and 
shirts to keep himself going, with another ten of each in reserve, 
just to be on the safe and presentable sjde. Then they poke each 
other in the ribs, and tdce a rise out of old Shanti there, who is 
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keeping himself very much to himsell because he either won 
or lost Rs 600 at gin rummy here last night. 

There is another manner of dubman in Calcutta and he is the 
most iudidously rich fellow in the whole dty. He has positively 
insisted on entertaining you in his house, which lies in one of the 
thoroughfares beyond Park Street. It has not been an excessively 
opulent home, judging by appearances, but it has been distinctly 
well-appointed, with a skinned tiger lounging over the back of 
the sofa, and a terrace beyond the dining room on which the 
family are wont to sit with their guests in the evening, while the 
fans whirl and click overhead and the crickets jingle in dozens 
among the bushes beneath, and the occasional cries of people in 
poverty arc heard from the alleys beyond the trees. There have 
been subsequent visits, for it has been difficult to refuse such 
great warmth and hospitality pressing you almost daily to re¬ 
turn. There has even been an excursion with your host’s wife 
(tactfully chaperoned by your host’s daughter) who has very 
badly wanted to show you the latest exhibition of the arts centre 
that she patronizes; and joy has completely though a little ner¬ 
vously been unconfined when on the threshold of the club pre¬ 
mises Lady Mookerjec, the grand patroness of Calcutta’s arts 
and crafts, has descended from her chauffeur-driven car and 
graciously exchanged pleasantries. 

Your host, in these few days, has meanwhile been dragging 
the conversation over his whisky away from arts and crafts and 
people and his business and yours, and towards the verge of 
politics. On discovering that you are a moderately radical soul 
yourself he has confessed that, by Jove, he is of much the same 
mind. He has then told a quite remarkable story, in the circum¬ 
stances of these surroundings. He has mentioned once before 
that he owns an hereditary piece of land and bungalow near a 
village several miles south of the city, which he and his family 
use for weekends and holidays. The story is that one weekend he 
went down and found that someone had daubed his gateposts 
with the hammer and sickle. Your host summoned the village 
headman and asked him, with great sternness, who had done this 
thing. On tracking the fellows down he put on a great display 
of anger until he had them trembling before him. And then (he 
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begins to chuckle at this point) he pointed out to them that he 
was very angry indeed; but not because his gateposts had been 
daubed. His anger proceeded from the dishonour'thus done to 
the hammer and sickle. He made them an offer on the spot and 
it was that if ever again they felt like proclaiming their politics 
on his premises, they should bring a proper flag, that he would 
then provide the rope and the flagpost to fly it from. 

Your host has been watching you very carefully while he has 
been telling this tale and when you have smiled rather feebly he 
has let it be known that he has some contact with the Commun¬ 
ist world in Calcutta. And indeed he has. Before you know 
where you are, he has taken you to meet the ancient Muzaffar 
Ahmad, one of the founding fathers of Indian Communism, by 
whom he has been received (somewhat distantly) as a kind of 
disciple. A few nights later he has taken you to a great rally on 
the Maidan, conducted by the Communist Party of India 
(Marxist), where all the party bosses have been speaking, led by 
the former Deputy Prime Minister of West Bengal and the most 
powerful Communist in India, Jyoti Basu. The highly disci¬ 
plined young party militiamen on the makeshift gate have re¬ 
fused you both entrance, whereupon your host has written a 
note to Mr Basu and within minutes the pair of you have been 
escorted to a couple of the best seats beneath the platform. Your 
host has very kindly translated the speeches, when he has not been 
applauding them, for they have almost all been in Bengali. When 
the rally has finished, he has suggested a nightcap in his club, 
and just before he has driven you both into the car park he has 
asked that you will ... er ... of course ... er ... not mention 
where we have been in front of his other friends and colleagues 
upstairs. In that smokeroom, a little later, your host has been 
sitting in a circle of cronies, jesting about the richness of life in 
Calcutta, poking hearty fun at the card losers, complaining with 
the best of them about the local breakdown in law and order 
since these damned Communists were first allowed to get away 
with it. And no casual observer could possibly tell that he was 
not as distant from Jyoti Basu as the Maharajadhiraja of Burd- 
wan himself. 

That clubman is not by any means unique, and it would be 
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unreasonable to be too scornful of his running with both hare and 
hounds. A man bom into the landed customs of Calcutta has 
been bom into a tradition of cynical opportunism which has been 
more obvious here from the first foundation than in most places 
on earth. He is living in a city where the instincts for self- 
preservation have always been primitively uppermost in a major¬ 
ity of its people out of awful necessity; and where things have 
reached the stage that even the rich can no longer think them¬ 
selves confidently insulated by their wealth from the possibility 
of catastrophe. They are beginning to betray themselves, as they 
have never been obliged to before in many generations, as crea¬ 
tures not substantially different, when it comes to the pinch, 
from impoverished peasants who abandon or sell their children 
in time of famine. A rich man called Roger Drake once estab¬ 
lished some such precedent in this city, even if it was not 
already to be found somewhere in the area before him. And a 
compatriot of his, much later, ran off another of his gaudy little 
verses, not entirely inconsequential, to fix Calcutta as he knew 
it eighty-odd years ago; 

Me the Sea-captains loved, the River built, 

Wealth sought and Kings adventured life to hold. 

Hail, England I I am Asia - Power on silt. 

Death in my hands, but Gk>ld I 

If Kipling had been composing today, he might just have sacri¬ 
ficed his scansion to turn his last line the other way round. For 
there is many a man in the city today, with gold in his hands 
and the worry of imminent doom twitching his nostrils. 
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The best place tp start sampling the cosmopolitan mixture of 
Calcutta without undue menace or harrassment, without too 
much risk of injury from traffic or population, is at a junction a 
few yards beyond the square containmg the offices of The 
Statesman newspaper and the Calcutta Electric Supply Cor¬ 
poration. This is where Chowringhee begins straight ahead, 
where the Maidan starts to roll away to the right, where grey and 
vastly overloaded trams go lurching and clanging across your 
path from their Esplanade terminus at the top of the Maidan 
and down Dharamtala Street to the left. High up on the build¬ 
ings nearby and just round the comer arc the neon signs pro¬ 
claiming Chanda Paints, Britannia Biscuits, Bush Transistors 
and Philips; and there is a cinema a few yards away called 
Paradise. Separating the square from this crossing is a com¬ 
paratively low building, with many domes, all blindingly white¬ 
washed. It is the Tipu Sultan Mosque in which, at any time of 
the day, you may see men sitting in meditation or bending them¬ 
selves double upon mats in profound acknowledgment of Allah. 
Rickshaws and taxis are parked among rotting vegetation outside 
one of its entrances and its surrounding pavements are full of 
people hawking anything from haberdashery to tobacco. Its 
railings by your left shoulder have been decorated for twenty 
yards or more by a man who is selling calendars and posters. He 
has garish reproductions in colour of the current Indian film 
stars and he has calendars topped off by pop-art beauties of 
indeterminate status who are fluttering their eyelids and their 
elegant fingers at the passers-by. And, dangling from the railings 
of these Muslim premises, he has any number of intimidating 
representations of the Hindu’s most powerful goddess. Kali. 

When the policeman, standing on his little platform imdcr his 
black umbrella in the middle of the crossroads, switches the 
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traffic in your favour and lets you plunge over to the arcades of 
Chowringhee, 3^u may easily lose your bearings for a moment 
For the next half mile or so you will be safe from the terrible 
sun but you will ha\'e to brush and sidestep your way, it seems, 
past half the people in India as well as a sprinkling from be> 
yond. On the comer, a couple of Bengalis will be purchasing 
from the cubby-hole tobacconist something wrapped up in a 
green leaf which looks distinctly unsmokeable and is; for it is 
pan, the all-India digestive, aperitif and snack, a pinch of 
crushed araca nut and other spice to be chewed with betel for its 
stinging bitterness and then spat out, leaving the lips, the gums 
and the pavement an arterial bloody red. Two or three Chinese 
will be jostling them as they stand; for the comer is congested 
and the pavement just there is not wide, and there will be babus 
moving in every direction with briefcase clasped beside their 
large and swaggering bellies. You will fall into step behind a pair 
of Sikhs who are holding hands or who, if they are not doing 
that, are each for some unfathomably Sikh reason cradling their 
testicles in one careful palm as though they were afraid these 
might suddenly drop off and go rolling down Chowringhee. 
There will be beggars, of course, for very soon the Grand Hotel 
will appear and already a number of lobster-coloured Westerners 
like yourself will be nervously making their way up from its 
direction. Small boys will be trailing them like puppies, pros¬ 
trate men will be imploring them from an emaciated inertia, and 
a woman with a sleeping baby over her shoulder will be gliding 
into their paths, one at a time, with her hand outstretched; she 
has a ring through her nose, her ankle is tattooed, she is very dark 
indeed and she may be a Birhor, one of the nomadic tribes- 
people of Bihar who live in huts made of leaves, who hunt 
hares, monkeys and porcupines with bows and arrows, but who 
occasionally find it necessary to exist in another kind of jimgle 
in Calcutta. 

There will be many turbans along this arcaded pavonent, 
which is wide, because it was consmicted chiefly for the pas¬ 
sage and shelter of British masters in this country. There will be 
turbans, there will be dhotis, there will be quite a lot of half 
nakedness, there will be many men striding along in great white 
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flapping pyjamas. There will also be as many men neat and 
dapper in Western shirt and slacks and they will line the pave¬ 
ment edge tmtil the arcade runs out, with benches or just sacking 
stacked wi± all manner of things they wish to sell. You can 
buy a gaudy tie in this next few hundred yards virithout stepping 
inside one of its many shops, or a ball-point pen complete with 
refill, or a set of compasses and dividers and rulers for a school 
desk, or a bucket and a basin for the kitchen; you can pick up 
a universal spanner cheap, or a hammer and chisel, you can try 
on a hat for size, or take a cotton frock home to your woman, 
or collect a plastic aeroplane for a small boy who has toys. The 
men offering you goods from their stalls will not lobby you as 
persistently as the b^gars, for beggars are mobile as a man with 
possessions is not, but they will press themselves upon you as 
you pass them by with cries that cajole, promise, harangue and 
occasionally threaten implicit and awful deprivation if you do 
not buy. Presently you will observe, in a little space between 
these tradesmen, a man sitting at a desk with a typewriter on 
top. It means that you are approaching the street leading 
down to the Corporation offices, and you will see such men in 
Calcutta in the vicinity of any place where typewritten applica¬ 
tions, petitions or officr documents may be required of people 
who either don’t have their own machines or perhaps can’t even 
write. They frequently sit in rows, they sometimes do not have 
a desk, and there are usually two or three of them squatting and 
bent more than double on the pavement outside Park Street Post 
Office. Here, on Chowringhee, because prospective customers 
will almost certainly be bound for the municipal offices, the 
typist will knock off letters in Bengali script, but next to the 
High Court you will find t3rpewriters with Hindi characters, and 
there is said to be a man in Burra Bazar whose machine will 
type Urdu. And alongside the freelance typists there are gener¬ 
ally freelance handwriters, carefully plying their pens while 
ancient illiterates whisper messages in each scribe’s car. 

The Grand is engorging a coachload of tourists, who are look¬ 
ing slightly flustered as they cross five yards of shaded but 
nonetheless steamy arcade from one lot of air-conditioning to 
another, while the durwans at the hotel door bristle and defy 
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the beggars to shuffle a barefoot step nearer. Across the road, 
under a tree on the edge of the Maidan, stands a holy sadhu in a 
dirty sheet, with mud smeared on his arms and the white mark of 
Vishnu painted on his forehead, leaning on his quarter staff with 
his begging bowl in one hand; he is staring at the new arrivals 
to the Grand, almost without blinking, and he is alwa3re in the 
same spot whenever you pass, never known to move from that 
place from one day and night to the next. And though you may 
become accustomed to his watchful presence after a while, you 
can never pass the front of the hotel without feeling that you are 
crossing some electronic beam which may suddenly open the 
ground beneath your feet and send you packing where the sadhu 
may think you properly belong. But always you proceed past 
Firpo’s, where the very richest people eat, with another great 
husky fellow on the door, while the pavement tradesmen begin 
to thin out and the odd Brahmani bull occupies half the arcade 
so that it can mimch and ruminate in the shade. It has probably 
salvaged a newly discarded coconut husk, green and still juicy, 
from the gutter where there is a long train of rotting brown ones. 
Adding to them at every street comer are men with piles of fresh 
coconuts, whose top they neatly open up with one chop of a 
machete so that some weary pedestrian can slake his thirst on 
the tepid and slightly sour water inside Or the bull may have 
snatched a piece of sugar cane (and had his rump angrily belted 
for doing so) from the bundle beside a juice machine. There will 
be a couple of men doing business with this, one of them sitting 
on the ground stripping the canes while the other turns the 
handle of a great cast-iron wheel, an old-fashioned mangle, 
which drives a collection of cumbersome cogs and crushers over 
each cane until the juice drips out into a tumbler, or into one 
of those tiny baked-clay cups which arc to be used only once by 
devout Hindus and then cast away for the sake of cleanliness, 
to make even more refuse on the streets. 

Just here, past the Westernized elegance of the Grand and 
Firpo’s, you can see how fastidiously clean the people of Calcutta 
are, for hereabouts the broken standpipes reappear after an 
absence of several hundred yards since the crossroads on the 
threshold of Chowringhee. Roimd every one of them, from all 
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ends of the city to the others, there ere always people washing. 
There are women doing modest wonders to themselves beneath 
their solitary winding sheets, and there are men and boys clad 
only in skirts who are pouring and sloshing brown liquid over 
each other from brass bowls or simply cupped hands. They go on 
like this, from dawn to dusk, or they submerge themselves in the 
great tanks of water that are posted here and there around the 
city, or they rush down to the Hooghly if it is near at hand and 
splash about oh the ghats. They are conceivably the cleanest 
people on earth in themselves and in their homes even if they 
may be the filthiest creatures in the world when it comes to 
public hygiene. And such is the incredible and endless public 
filth of Calcutta that even here, along elegant Chowringhec, the 
complex smells of the city, which are always based on some form 
of decay, steam into your nostrils until you can almost taste 
them; a compound of incense, and cooking spice, and industrial 
grime, and rotting vegetation, and gallons upon gallons of staling 
urine from both animal and human being. So accustomed to this 
impregnation do you become that after a while you even stop 
trying to distinguish one of the more agreeably tantalizing 
odours from its fellows, you forget to wonder whether the whiff 
that came at you from that alley belonged to turmeric or cumin, 
to marigolds or mogra. And you only wrinkle your nose from 
then on when you pass a particularly large tind long dump of 
garbage on which, bereft as they almost entirely are of public 
lavatories, half a dozen men are at that very moment emptying 
their bowels or their bladders. 

With the complex of smells you are also assailed by Calcutta’s 
complex of noises. There are few places here where silence is 
kept even in the middle of the night for there is always, at the 
very least, someone crying for something. In the daytime the 
minimum you can expect to hear is a muted rumble if you stand 
in the middle of the Maidan, where there is nothing but two or 
three hundred people between you and the nearest road half a 
mile away. Stroll over here, to Chowringhec, and you can break 
the rumble down into its clamouring elements. Much of it is 
traffic-based, and if one soimd rises above the threshing noise 
of engines it is the sound of Calcutta’s taxi horns, which are very 
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old-fashioned and mounted outside the driver's window as often 
as not, with a large black rubber bulb which he squeezes to pro¬ 
duce a deep and bronchitic honk that would sound well from 
the belly of a sick cow. On the pavements there are other sounds. 
There are boys who want to polish your shoes and who, when 
they arc not doing this, are banging their brushes on their boxes 
in order to attract a customer. There are disabled beggars who 
are banging their tins on the ground. Itinerant key-makers are 
scurrying along (curiously, they always seem to be in a hurry) 
with uncut keys, metal discs and various tools siting together 
on metal hoops which they shake at everyone as they go in a 
frenzied clash. Every ten yards or so, someone will be clearing 
his nose and throat and then spitting, in a cleansing operation 
which tears at the ears and nerves of more delicate acquaintances, 
which the refined may like to call hawking but which people from 
Lancashire have always identified more accurately, even in its 
gentler local form, as grolching. Usually within earshot there 
is the sound of some procession, religious or political. If it is the 
second, then cries of ‘Zindabad’ will be hurled into the air, which 
is the local vivat. If it is the first, then almost certainly it will be 
accompanied by a band and there will be drums plopping, pipes 
doodling and the clang of bells exactly like those that used to 
hang above the cow catchers of railway engines crossing the 
American prairies. But the most haunting sound in Calcutta, if it 
isn’t that of the taxi horns, is the one that the rickshaw men 
make. Every one of them has a small brass bell, shaped like an 
infant’s pram harness bell, which he fastens to his wrist or 
fingers with a length of cord. When he runs with a passenger 
swaying behind, it jingles like a sleigh bell. He also uses it when 
he is parked by a kerb and waiting for customers. He taps it on 
the metal of his shafts then, or against the nearest lamp post, to 
attract your attention, when it has a dull and hollow but almost 
anvil ring. And there is nothing more eerie or ominous than to 
go late at night down a street in Calcutta, where very poor people 
are settling to sleep almost under your feet and the scarcely less 
poor are standing in shadows, to walk from one inadequate pool 
of lamplight through a patdi of darkness to the next pool of 
light, and to be pursued all the way by the wordless sound of one 
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ridcshaw bell after another being tapped out to mark your pas¬ 
sage. 

Above all, along Chowringhee during the day, if you have 
the ears to hear it, there is the sound of people speaking in poly¬ 
glot tongues. At one end are those Bengalis taking pan and 
gossiping in their own language. At the other, where the arcade 
has finished and the Museum railings have begun, there is a 
very smart young Sikh who accosts you in English on behalf of 
some unmentioned cause or charity of his own, who pins to your 
chest a paper symbol with his very first movement in your direc¬ 
tion, and who accuses you hotly of insulting the Indian flag 
If you try to step out of his way (which is almost impossible). In 
between these two extremes you hear people gossiping in Hindi, 
in Urdu, in Oriya, in Tamil, in Telegu or in half a dozen of the 
other languages that network the sub-continent. There may not be 
a man in the world who could understand what all of them are 
saying and to an average untutored Westerner it is merdy a con¬ 
fusion of voices producing sentences which are quite indistin¬ 
guishable, with the occasional English word or phrase popping 
out at right angles from a flow of completely foreign usage; for 
‘social security’ and ‘gramophone’ and ‘piano practice’ and the 
like do not yet appear to have achieved translations. And some¬ 
where along the arcade, between one group of gesticulating 
tradesmen and another, a fellow is briskly handing out leaflets 
which bear the indistinct photograph of a man wearing a stetho¬ 
scope and which carry a message in three languages. ‘Salutation,’ 
says the English version, sandwiched between the Bengali and the 
Hindi scripts. ‘Death is in weakness, life is strength Patients 
suffering from impotence in every state of weakness that is be¬ 
fore urine or after, morbid discharge of semen nocturnal emis¬ 
sion any kind of illness concerning urine and burning are treated 
medically with guarantee. Before marriage or after. Dr Dogra 
has passed from England, USA, UK England health home 
with good-reputation X Meet Dr Dogra once. Address: - Kali- 
ghat near Basusree cinema 121B Monohar Pukur Rd Cal-26 
Beside Raj Hotel Consult, 8 a.m. to z pm, evening - 4 p.m. to 
9 p.m.’ {sic) 

There may not be another dty containing such a hotchpotch 
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of people as diis one, with so many crucial differences of sub¬ 
culture, of race, of religion, of caste and of language riddling 
them and holding them apart even when they are thrown most 
crushingly together. Ten years ago, Calcutta had reached the 
point at which, in the dry proper, Bengali was the native tongue 
of only two thirds of its inhabitants; and in the metropolitan 
district of Greater Calcutta five years ago, something over half 
the work force was provided by people who had originated out¬ 
side either India’s or Pakistan’s slice of Bengal. The baffling com¬ 
plexities of these people is illustrated as well as may be by the fact 
that, twenty-odd years after a Partition which was supposed 
to divide the sub-continent into two distinctive states on a basis 
of mutually hostile religions, Calcutta was to be found with 
thirteen per cent of its population (close on a million people) 
still practising Muslims who mostly spoke neither Bengali nor 
Urdu but Hindi as a first choice. At the other end of the racial- 
religious scale, Calcutta contains enough Jews to support three 
synagogues and a variety of Christians ranging from its 700 
or so Armenians to its handful of Catholics bearing names like 
DeSouza, Gonsalves and D’Rozario, who doubtless find them¬ 
selves dreaming from time to time of the days when, under King 
William’s charter to the East India Company, English Protes¬ 
tant clergymen were required to learn Portuguese within twelve 
months of their arrival in the city. 

You find people living in communal pockets in Calcutta, just 
as you find its varieties of trade concentrated in what must be 
uncomfortably competitive huddles. You find, for example, that 
almost all its native Christians (excluding the British, that is, 
who are still mere birds of passage) are congregated along a 
broad corridor of streets extending eastwards from the Maidan; 
and you find, if you turn left into Lower Circular Road at the 
bottom of Parfc Street, that the next three-quarters of a mile are 
occupied by men selling bits and pieces of motor-bikes, internal 
combustion engines, mudguards, axle grease, bicycle lamps and 
almost everything concerned with getting you or maintaining 
you awheel, with scarcely anything poked in between one of 
these stalls and the next, or overlooking the similar trade taking 
I^ce on the pavement, except the occasional fly-blown butcher’s 
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shop. But to enjoy Calcutta's various propinquities at their most 
marvellously excessive, it is best to head half a mile North of 
the Maidan and the top of Chowringhee, and to start making 
your way up Lower Chitpore Road, which may not be imme¬ 
diately obvious to you, for it is known almost as frequently by 
the name Rabindra Sarani. 

Calcutta's wide open spaces, actual and comparative, are now 
behind you and its centres of high finance, government and law 
are to be found somewhere to the left, one after the other, between 
Dalhousie Square and the river. Just here, where Bentinck Street 
becomes Lower Chitpore Road, is where Calcutta becomes des¬ 
perately congested. Instantly, as the tramtracks curve from one 
into the other, you fed as if you have entered some deep canyon. 
This is an illusion, for the buildings on either side arc no more 
than a couple of storeys high but they and their contents have 
simply spilled out onto the pavements beneath canvas and rattan 
awnings. And while each building and its frontage is a shop 
without windows it is also, as often as not, a fragment of cottage 
industry besides. A third of the city’s work force is employed in 
this way. The building will contain two or three men somewhere 
in the back who are making the things displayed on the floors 
and the shelves of the front room and on the trestles thrusting 
out almost to the kerb; and one or maybe two brothers in com¬ 
merce will sit cross-legged in the middle of the finished goods, 
hailing pedestrians to come and buy. There are sequences of these 
shops, sometimes lasting for a hundred yards or more before 
giving way to a fresh range of another commodity. You can 
thus work your way for a start through a stratification of foot¬ 
wear, picking and choosing velvet slippers with curling points 
and gold embroidery, or winkle-pickers in patent leaflier, or 
tanned hide sandals which look most becoming but which tend 
to have tacks that rise in the first half mile and blister you 
cruelly, or the local equivalent in plastic of Woolworth’s flip- 
flops. Finish with the shoe shops and you can move to the shops 
which specialize in ribbons and buttons and the ones whidh sell 
nothing but handbags and gloves. Ahead is still the stretch 
which competes to offer you brassware and the length of road 
where the shops sell chunks of marble, with the patterns of 
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Carrara, Genoa and Purbedc on them, which mean that yet 
another old Nabob’s i>alace has been demolished and scavenged 
for what its ruins are worth. And even after diat there is the 
crossing with Mahatma Gandhi Road, where you can buy the 
best quality bhang and ganja in Calcutta; the first being the 
shredded and dried leaves of cannabis, the second being its 
flowering tops; ganja being for chewing when it isn’t smoked in 
hookahs, bhang being for rubbing into fragments to spice drinks 
and confections on festival days when it isn’t mixed with tobacco 
cigarettes for smoking on any day at all. 

There is so much trade along this road that there is scarcely 
room for anything else, although, this being Calcutta, much else 
manages to squeeze in somewhere. Because the pavements are 
almost totally occupied by shopkeepers and their possessions, 
everyone has to walk on the roadway. Here, for a start, he is 
competing with trams going in two directions, with maybe three 
feet between them and the kerbs. There wiU be taxis crawling 
between the trams, driven almost invariably by Sikhs, who 
mysteriously gravitate towards the transport industry wherever 
they migrate; in Calcutta they usually have a friend sitting for 
company in the front seat, they generally know far less than any 
passenger which direction to take, and they proceed with much 
blowing of horns, with a mixture of alarming dash which quite 
naturally takes them onto the wrong side of the road to avoid a 
tram or a pothole, and great caution, which causes them to 
switch off the ignition when they are brought to the briefest halt, 
so as to save on petrol and to delay the moment when the engine 
will explode with too much heat. Barging between the trams and 
the taxis and cars are the bullock carts and the high-sided lorries, 
with Tublic Carrier* above the cab, usually manned by dark fel¬ 
lows from Bihar or Uttar Pradesh, who have slogged into the 
city centre each day from their colonies down near the docks in 
Kidderpore or among those high and bleak buildings with Com¬ 
munist devices daubed on their sides which you have noticed at 
Maniktala on your way in from the airport. Most of the coolies 
in towns are Biharis, too, though not many of them come along 
this stretch of Lower Chitpore Road, for they need a little space 
and free passage to do themselves and their loads justice, and 
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neither is available here. But watch a coolie striding along the 
Red Road across the Maidan and the poetry of movement is at 
once transformed to something more exciting than a cliche; for 
his hips rotate and his muscles swivel in perfect co-ordination 
down the length of a furrowed back and there is a great give in 
his step and his shoulders every few paces, while his head levelly 
bears a basket containing maybe half a hundredweight of vege¬ 
tables; or he and three fellows move smoothly, without that 
giving spring in their steps, balancing the corner of a plate glass 
sheet or a bedstead or a wardrobe, or almost anything at all. 
Coolies may be scarce just here, then, but there is always a bhari 
or two from Orissa to increase the traffic with their cans of water 
slung from the ends of a pole across their shoulders which they 
are selling to the shopkeepers and householders who are devoid of 
taps; or if not bharis with their tin cans, then genuine old- 
fashioned bheesties bearing goatskins, though in this case they 
will be on their way to some thirsty Muslim, for no good Hindu 
will drink anything that has been tainted by leather. 

The start of Lower Chitpore Road conceals what is left of 
Calcutta’s old Chinatown. A generation or so ago the whole of 
Bowbazar between here and Chittaranjan Avenue is said to have 
echoed to the clop of wooden sandals and the ivory click of 
mahjong pieces, to have been largely peopled by men and 
women in blue boiler suits (which must have been uncommonly 
stuffy) and to have boasted at least one opium den. Then the 
Corporation in one of its rare spasms of development moved in 
and began to pull much of the area down to make room for high 
blocks of something or other. Not many high blocks have yet 
gone up, but most of the Chinese have been dispersed around the 
city, leaving a small colony who do not wear boiler suits very 
often, who patronize their Nanking Restaurant for its Peking 
duck and other homely dishes, and who worship at the Sea Ip 
Temple in Chhatawallah Gully, with its collection of antique 
Chinese weapons, its cooking, its chapel and its curved roofiine 
with two large porcelain fish standing on their tails on top. You 
would never see this unless you knew where to look for it with 
a steadfast sense of direction, so confusing and haphazard are 
the side streets and offshoots everywhere in Nordi Calcutta. 
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The Nakhoda Mc^ue is a different matter, for it dominates 
the main road the moment you walk into it, lilu a brick-red diff 
pierced by Mogul galleries and topped by a thicket of minarets 
and a couple of copper-green domes. It is big enough to accom¬ 
modate ten thousand at their prayers, and there arc many times 
in the year when its courtyards, its marble hall and its balconies 
are full and overflowing. It is the centre of a Muslim commu¬ 
nity which contains its own infinite varieties and complicated 
patterns within the larger confusions of the city as a whole. 
Not all the Muslims live nearby. A number came as servants 
and hangers-on to the Nawab of Oudh when he took refuge here 
two centuries ago and they have remained stranded in their own 
enclave down South at Garden Reach. But just round the 
comer there are Muslim Gujeratis who do well for themselves 
in the textile trade and there are Muslim Tamils who make a 
living on the boats on the Hooghly; there are Muslim Kashmiris 
and Punjabis and Afghans as well. There are Muslims here from 
Indian places in between. They are sprawled across every pos¬ 
sible area of Calcutta’s working life. They are kharadi, or wood¬ 
workers, churihar, who make glass bangles, mirshikar, who trap 
and deal in birds, ghosis, who own those awful khatals in the 
bustees and make a decent padeet out of the milk that flows from 
them. There are many hajjam among them, and every few yards 
you will see one squatting on the pavement while he delicately 
shaves his cross-legged customer’s face. While the majority of all 
these people belong to the Sunni sect of Islam, there are others 
like the Shias, who look sidelong at the Sunnis because it was 
men of their blood who murdered the Prophet’s Shia grandson 
in the seventh century ad, and others still, like the Lai Begi, 
who make particular devotion to a Turkish saint of enormous 
piety and long-blessed memory. It is, of course, exceedingly 
difficult to pidt them out from any other group of non-Westem 
people in the city; impossible, unless someone has told you what 
subtle sign-manuals to look for, like the red or black shirts worn 
by one or another sub-group of Muslims from Rajasthan. 

The only time you can be quite sure you are watching Mus¬ 
lims and not Hindus or Christians (Sikhs being obvious, with 
dieir turbans, their beards and their bangles showing) is during 
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one of their festivals. The most spectacular of these, in a part 
of the world where religious festivals are very spectacular in¬ 
deed, is Muharram. Up in Murshidabad they go in for extrava¬ 
gant exhibitions of fire-walking and flagellation then. Credible 
friends who have seen this tell you that members of one Muslim 
sect will walk straight across pits of fiery coals so hot that on¬ 
lookers find it difficult to sit within ten yards; that they will 
emerge not only with feet unblistered but with not so much as 
the hairs singed from their ankles. Later in the day, men will 
scourge themselves with small hooked knives on chairs till their 
backs are deeply scored with bloody wounds; but next morning 
no sign of this remains except a faint hairline scab such as a 
thorn scratch might have left after two or three days of healing. 
Yet if someone from another sect attempts either the firewalk¬ 
ing or the flagellation, he is in just as much trouble as an Eng¬ 
lishman might be, strengthened with nothing more faithful than 
his weakly bob in the direction of the Thirty-Nine Articles, In 
Calcutta there is no public firewalking or flagellation (though 
goodness knows what happens privately in obscure comers of 
this city) but there is much parading about the streets near the 
Nakhoda Mosque. The traffic comes to a halt on the climactic 
day of Muharram, locked solid for hours, while banners pass the 
end of the road with bands playing, and men dressed in all the 
panoply of Islam dance like dervishes with bloodthirsty cries as 
they sweep and swish the air around them with great curved and 
gleaming swords. Even if it means being jammed uncomfortably 
in a car till long past dinner time, by traffic so close and rigid 
that you can’t open the doors to get out, it is worth sweating 
it out just for a craning peep at the Muharram parade; until a 
more than uncomfortable thought occurs and you wonder just 
what would happen if one of those whirling swords swept wider 
than usual and accidentally removed some bystanding Hindu 
ear. 

All this is the packed and providential essence of Lower Chit- 
pore Road. And the totally peculiar thing about Calcutta is that 
if you moved two hundred yards in almost any direction you 
(Xiuld be at the edge of some social or religious or cultural 
condition which was basically alien in some important respect to 
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what is to be found here. Almost across the road from the Nak- 
hoda Mosque, for example, is Armenian Street, which eventually 
leads, after some long-distance contortions, to the Armenian 
Church. One of the biggest middens in Calcufta is ustially 
dumped in the gutter beside its little lychgate, but if you pass 
through that you are in one of the clearest and neatest open 
spaces for the best part of a mile. The yard is paved with grave- 
slabs and here, as well as the puzzle commemorating the Mrs 
Sookias who was evidently dead and buried on this spot before 
Calcutta was ofiicially bom, there is a tablet to poor Esahac 
Abrahamian who died a hundred and seventy odd years ago 
from wounds received after he had fought (and killed) a lion in 
one of the gladiatorial contests that were sometimes surrepti¬ 
tiously laid on in the ruins of old Fort William. On a Sunday 
morning you could mistake the congregation here for Anglo- 
Indians, so sallow are their complexions, so very familiar are 
those best Sunday suits and uncomfortably starched shirts the 
men are wearing. 

The dhurch itself, with its thick and almost Norman piers 
supporting faintly Mogul arcadings, and with its spotlessly 
white walls, could quite easily have been transported from some¬ 
where much farther West than its real point of origin in Persia, 
though the solid cane-bottomed chairs rather give the game 
away from the start. There is a black-bearded priest, much coped 
and crowned, much attended by acolytes, much given to dis¬ 
appearing in small procession behind the altar with gongs beat¬ 
ing, incense drifting and candles guttering. There is a small 
choir of boys in dapper grey suits and girls dressed like Bohe¬ 
mian peasants in billowy white muslin frocks with red bodices 
and red kerchiefs over their hair. They sing to the accompani¬ 
ment of a lady in a smart pink two-piece suit, seated at a har¬ 
monium in the comer, and their chants are skirling and 
Slavonic. The people in the congregation cross themselves re¬ 
peatedly and attend to their prayer-books, which are printed in 
yet another of Calcutta's bewildering scripts. And when they 
leave, scarcely one goes home to Armenian Street, for that is in 
decaying North Calcutta. These are far from decaying people, 
lor they have come in cars and taxis and in these they disperse 
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across the middle and southern parts of the city. One of them 
gets into her waiting taxi and is carried with many a lurch and 
plenty of honks to the vicinity of Park Street, to the private 
hotel which her late husband bequeathed her, still named KiUar- 
ncy Lodge as he named it, still with a photograph of Balmoral 
Castle hanging outside one of its bedroom doors, precisely as he 
left it. 

There is another people who once thrived round here and then 
moved off to better things, and they are the Marwaris. Their 
ancestral homeland lies at the other side of India, in the largely 
desert region of Rajasthan, which is so very and that it is common 
to see nomadic shepherds mountecf'in long camel trains, driving 
huge mobs of sheep and goats in search of pastures as far away as 
the outskirts of Agra and even Delhi. Rajasthan before Indepen¬ 
dence was divided into several princely states based upon towns 
like Jodhpur, Jaipur, Bikaner and Udaipur, and the Marwaris 
were traditionally the moneylenders attendant upon these courts 
and their surrounding society; they were also very often Jains, a 
sect which began as a monastic organization that parted com¬ 
pany from Hindu Brahminism at about the same time as Budd¬ 
hism, to become another religious development. They arc pious 
people, who support fourteen schools in Calcutta alone, simply 
to train a priestly caste of men to serve as domestic chaplains 
in the Marwari households of the city. A handful of Marwaris 
settled in Calcutta a century ago; between 1890 and 1920 they 
increased their numbers here by 400 per cent, and since then they 
have never ceased to flow eastwards into the city, to fasten on to 
its commerce and to manipulate and multiply its wealth. For a 
start, they colonized this part of the city as moneylenders and 
traders, but then they began to move into the property market 
and after that into the highest levels of industrial management 
and ownership. They were shrewd enough and had capital 
enough to buy up land adjacent to the new roads that were 
being cut by the Calcutta Improvement Trust after the First 
World War and they were sometimes caught out in something 
more than shrewdness. 

Marwaris were discovered at the profitable end of the great 
ghee scandal in 1917. Ghee is clarified butter, a basis of cooking 
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in every solvent Hindu household and, being a by-product of the 
sacred cow, a highly important element in religious practice and 
diet. In 1917 rumours began to circulate that Calcutta had sud¬ 
denly become a great market for adulterated ghee, which in this 
land means something between a criminal act and a cultural 
disaster. Marwaris by then had almost a monopoly of the ghee 
trade and when samples were taken it was discovered that only 
seven out of sixty-seven test cases contained pure ghee; one 
sample consisted of only five per cent ghee, the rest of it being 
some unmentionable and untouchable fat; another sample didn't 
have a drop of ghee in it. In the scandalized uproar which fol¬ 
lowed, the local Brahmins summoned learned priests from 
Benares to advise them what to do. After deliberating for a 
couple of days, these sages reported that anyone in the city who 
could possibly have been defiled by the adulterated ghee would 
have to purify himself by the Hooghly in a ceremony lasting 
four or five days, accompanied by scrupulous fasting. ‘The re¬ 
sult of this edict,* the observing Governor of Bengal, Lord 
Ronaldshay, says, ‘was electrifying. Three thousand Brahmins 
gathered on the banks of the Hooghly forthwith ... by the 
morning of 19 August there was a vast concourse of between 
four and five thousand undergoing purification.* And the Mar- 
wari Association fined its shifty traders up to Rs 100,000 apiece. 

That will be one reason why the Marwaris are at least sus¬ 
pected and more frequently detested by almost everyone else in 
Calcutta, particularly by Bengalis. There are others. Suspicion 
and distrust have only been increased by the perpetual refusal of 
Marwaris to lend themselves to any cause other than those of 
purely private and sectarian interest. They ostentatiously held 
themselves aloof from the swadeshi movement at the time of 
Curzon's partition, boycotted the local boycott, and continued 
to trade in any commodity that might be profitable to them. 
They offended Muslims by their deeply Jain distaste for the 
slaughter of cows (curious in a people who were capable of 
adulterating ghee) and were so surrounded by hostility in the 
Burra Bazar part of the city, which they largely shared with the 
Muslim commimity at the time, that by 1918 they were import¬ 
ing armed guards from Rajasthan to defend their homes and their 
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warehouses; which only increased their offence. Yet their isolation 
was to become, ironically, even more profitable to them. For the 
British, struggling to contain local nationalism, were very ready 
to replace a stroppy Bengali who might be in some position of 
influence or substance with someone politically more reliable, 
whenever possible; and the most reliably apolitical Indians 
around Calcutta during the first three decades of the twentieth 
century were the Marwaris, even though they were carefully culti¬ 
vating Mahatma Gandhi on the side from the moment it seeemed 
he might become a power in the land. So they prospered ex¬ 
ceedingly in the last few years of the Rai. 

When Independence came, and a lot of British investment was 
withdrawn, Marwari capital was swiftly popped into its place. 
When British managers decided, as they increasingly have de¬ 
cided over the past twenty years, that their current contract to 
work in Calcutta should be their last, Marwari managers have 
generally been found the most competent and the most accessible 
to take their jobs. And when British directors have bowed to the 
inevitable and relinquished their seats in the process of Indianiza- 
tion, almost always it has been a Marwari who has slipped into 
the boardroom behind them. An Indian has characterized them 
to an Englishman thus; ‘They do not, as you do, think of an 
ever-expanding market * they mark off an area, turn their atten¬ 
tion on it in detail, set out to pick the bones absolutely clean’; 
which is a habit psychologically formed perhaps by an ancestry 
in the desert, where vultures are known to do the same thing. 
In Calcutta today, you will not find many Marwaris living in the 
confounding congestion of Burra Bazar or the Lower Chitpore 
Road They are domiciled much more comfortably, more fre¬ 
quently, in Old Ballygunge, beyond Park Street, and down in 
deepest Alipore; which are places where the masters of this city 
have always lodged for preference. Their most conspicuous suc¬ 
cess story is that of the Birlas. Their most glittering monument 
is the Jain Temple, a shrine of filigree delicacy and sherbet 
sweetness built by a jeweller, with mirror-glass mosaic smother¬ 
ing its interior, with precious metals and stones inlaid upon its 
principal deity, and with very fat goldfish waiting to be fed in 
its adjacent pond. 
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Encircled by this maze of migrants are the Bengalis, the only 
natives of this strangely beloved Kalkatar. These are the Basus, 
the Boses, the Mitras, the Sens, the Duttas, the Chowdhurys, 
the Chakrabartys, the Roys, the Majumders, the Banerjees, the 
Chatterjees and the Mukherjees of the city; or variations of these 
names, for there are thirty-one ways of rendering Chakrabarty, 
ranging from Chackerbutty to Chuckervertty, and there are 
fourteen forms of Mukhcrjee, eleven of Banerjee, eight of Chat- 
terjee. The Bengalis have distinctive personal habits, like a Ben¬ 
gali way of sitting, which consists of resting on your left hip 
and left hand with one leg drawn up, unlike a Bihari, who 
simply crosses his legs and sits on his heels. They have their 
own New Year’s Day, which is 15 April, when their astrologers 
take counsel and advise that in 1377 (which is also 1970) life in 
Calcutta will be eventful and unpleasant because Saturn is in 
an unfavourable position. They have a Bengali way of declaim¬ 
ing, either in the theatre or in politics, a rhetorical style of 
pnimping out words and phrases on a rising intonation to a final 
explosion, which mesmerizes in the theatre but which can make 
a Communist party meeting sound alarmingly like a Nuremburg 
rally. A more commonplace adaptation of the same trick has 
been beautifully described by a European who knows Bengalis 
better than most: ‘Whenever we ran into an acquaintance - that’s 
to say, every two hundreds yards or so - we would stop and my 
guide would launch into a long introduction: “This is Dr John 
Rosselli, he’s half-Italian, he has a wife and two sons in Eng¬ 
land, he’s from the University of Sussex, he teaches history, he’s 
studying Bengali, he learnt it in London at the School of Orien¬ 
tal and African Studies, he eats sitting on the floor in the Bengali 
posture” (beaming smiles all round) “he eats with his right 
hand, and oh yes, he’s eaten khichuri, and ilish mach - but of 
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course he has a bit of trouble with the bones - and he’s had 
paish” (a special sweet). “Ah, paish! Paish! ” everyone would say. 
It was like going about with one’s own herald extraordinary.’ 

There are probably more generalizations made about the 
Bengalis than about any other people in India. Some of them are 
demonstrable, but some are so far-fetched that you wonder how 
they could have originated. Considering the history of Bengal 
over the past hundred years, it is impossible to believe the legend 
of the Bengali as a gutless and pacific individual, an excellent 
fellow for talking but no good at all for action. Yet in the nine¬ 
teenth century a British ruler, Mountstuart Elphinstone, was 
noting that while every Mahratta above the rank of messenger 
invariably sat in his presence, in Bengal there was scarcely a 
native allowed (or, by implication, daring) to; and in the twen¬ 
tieth century another representative of the Raj, Mr R. G. Casey, 
was remarking that *hc is probably the cleverest and quickest of 
Indians but... practically no Bengalis serve in the fighting ser¬ 
vices’. At the beginning of the nineteenth century Charles 
Stewart even ventured to suggest that ‘should the English ever 
be driven from all the other parts of India, they may find in 
Bengal an asylum where no enemy will venture to follow them. 
They are secure from a foreign invader, they are equally safe 
from any insurrection of the natives, whose mildness of dis¬ 
position and aversion to war are such that nothing short of the 
most atrocious cruelty or of religious persecution could induce 
them to draw swords against their present masters.’ Which is 
almost a comical misjudgement in view of all that was to follow. 
It is said that the Bengalis of Calcutta are particularly soft- 
spoken and courteous, though East Bengalis believe them to have 
honey on their lips and poison in their hearts; and this may be 
so, for we have the word of Bengal’s most distinguished living 
writer in English, Nirad C. Chaudhuri, for it. The most cele¬ 
brated Bengali social scientist, N. K. Bose, has written that ‘The 
Bengalis seem to have a strong sense of local patriotism. The 
range of their social combinations also appears to be small. Small 
combinations take place easily among them for building up a 
library, a club for physical culture, a sports or a social service 
organization and the like ... A Bengali seems to feel happier in 
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the company of those with whom he closely agrees, rather than in 
the company of others with whom he may have points of differ¬ 
ence. Unities are not stressed; differences are not easily tolerated.* 

There is a rampant fiction that the Bengalis have never soiled 
their hands with trade and commerce, preferring to dwell loftily 
upon a plane which is intellectually and spiritually higher than 
anyone else*s; it is usually repeated in Calcutta by someone who 
has just remarked caustically that Kalwars have cornered the 
local scrap-iron market. Yet when the Bengal Chamber of Com¬ 
merce was founded in 1853, the good Bengali names of Guru- 
charam Sen, Harischandra Bose, Ramgopal Ghose, Rajendra 
Dutta, Kalidas Dutta and Shyamcharan Mitra were among 
those of the first members; the flourishing coal, shipping and 
banking combination of Carr, Tagore and Co. had belonged to 
the Calcutta Chamber which preceded it; and when India’s first 
jute mill was started at Rishra in 1855, it was a joint effort by 
George Auckland and Shyamsundar Sen. In the days when 
East India Company writers depended upon Indian banians to 
find them house, horse and enough money to get along with, 
there were quite as many Bengalis as anyone else waiting by the 
wharves along the Hooghly when the latest boat came in, to 
secure their share of young Englishmen and offer them the bene¬ 
fits of their agency. It was in this fashion that the Tagore clan 
began their rise to remarkable power and prestige in the city and 
abroad. In the second half of the eighteenth century there were 
millionaire Bengali banians like Hidaram Banerjee and Monhur 
Mukherjee, while the Bengali merchant and shipowner, Ramdu- 
lal Dey, was eventually so rich that American traders used to 
borrow from him. 

Where the Bengalis did not dirty their hands was when they 
were upper-caste landowners, refusing to till the soil in person. 
Unlike most men of their status and position throughout India, 
they maintained that manual labour was degrading. They had 
usually obtained their land after long service and good conduct 
as some kind of officer (a khan, maybe, or a chowdhury or a 
sarker or a mazumdar) working for the Mogul Emperor. One 
of the biggest such landowning families were the Subama Roy 
Chowdhurys, the leaseholders who sold the first three villages 
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of Calcutta to the Company for Rs 1,300 current coin of that 
time; it was they who in 1809 replaced the original temple at 
Kalighat with a new one and it was Subama Roy Chowdhurys 
again who gave old LoU Diggy its name in Tank Square by 
pouring red dye into the water (and thus making it Lad Dighi) as 
an act of gracious patronage during the colourful Holi festivities. 
People such as this were the original bhadralok of Bengal, who 
became so respectably refined in the changing times of India, 
carefully avoiding the dialect and coarse speech of the lower 
castes while embracing eagerly the best of Western culture as it 
was made available to them, that they became even more alien¬ 
ated from their own people. They would boast, eventually, that 
their activities in the nineteenth century were as much as any¬ 
thing destroying the class structure of traditional Hindu society 
and they would then await the applause they felt this claim 
deserved. In fact, apart from making things hot for the British, 
they had merely achieved some demolition of the barriers separat¬ 
ing the upper three castes of Bengal. By the time the British 
removed their capital from Calcutta to Delhi, it was not not only 
men of the ICS who regarded this Bengali elite as headmen in 
‘a despotism of caste, tempered by matriculation*. It was a Ben¬ 
gali periodical which wrote one day 'These irreligious, luxury- 
loving beggars are the creation of English education. The coun¬ 
try and society have nothing to do with them. The mass do not 
know them, neither do they care for the mass. By virtue of their 
begging through the Congress they secure high posts, start subsi¬ 
dized papers and try to win fame and respect in die country.* 
Education (and its by-products) has been prized in Bengal 
more obviously than in other parts of India. Calcutta University 
has recently been described as the world’s largest degree-granting 
factory, which it probably is; at the same time it is almost cer¬ 
tainly headquarters for the most aggressive student population 
on earth, and the principals of Berkeley, the Sorbonne or the 
London School of Economics, who doubtless fed they have a 
hard time from undergraduates these days, can count themselves 
lucky not to sit where a succession of Bengali Vice-Chancellors 
have been for the past few years. Yet the university symbolizes 
something more (and conceivably even more extensive) than 
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revolutionary anger and mass-produced qualifications. If you go 
up College Street you find yourself in what might well be the 
biggest second-hand book market in the world. It is not just 
College Street itself which contains one shop after another full 
of literature, for perhaps half a mile, together with stalls full of 
books and pamphlets on the pavements over the same distance; 
the same goes for ten or a dozen streets round about. Much of it 
is printed in Bengali or other Indian scripts but, at the very 
least, half of this treasure comes in Western typefaces. Nor is it 
all by any means examination fodder. You can poke aroimd 
many of these shops and find one genuine and purely pleasurable 
old edition after another; and the bookseller will be well content 
with your company and your chatter about books long after he 
has realized that this time he is not going to make a sale. He and 
his fellows are perhaps the only tradesmen in town who will leave 
you alone if that’s how you prefer to be. They are part of a 
climate that is as inseparable from Calcutta as the monsoon. 

There are far more poets in this city than there are novelists in 
Dublin, and a much bigger difference is that in Calcutta the 
writers have usually at least put pen to paper. You can see a lot 
of them every weekend on the Maidan, generally in groups of 
twenty or thirty, holding a Mukta Mela, which is a kind of cul¬ 
tural jamboree in which poets recite their verses to each other, 
composers sing the ballad they have just finished, artists discuss 
their most recent brushwork and lots of people simply roll up to 
listen, for the whole thing is entirely informal. On any night of 
the week there will be much music in the city; an East German 
ensemble sweating their way through Schubert in the Max 
Muller Bhavan for the wealthy, perhaps, but in many places 
there will be recitals on sitar and tabla, at which office clerks will 
sit rapt and intoxicated with imderstanding while someone thrill- 
ingly executes the major raga Jayjayanti (and if hi& thumri has 
some nice alamkarik combinations, so much the better). There 
will be extravagantly-staged Bengali theatre, depending upon 
symbolic gesture almost as much as Pddng opera. There will be 
much cinema. This is the city of Satyajit Ray, after all, though it 
probably values him less than do Western connoisseurs and has 
lately taken to heaving bricks at his cameras whenever he tries 
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to film on location in Calcutta; for there is much professional 
jealousy in the film world and here politics enter everything and 
Ray, like the Frenchman Louis Malle, has been unacceptably 
realistic m his artistic responses to Calcutta. Nevertheless, it 
esteems the cinema and produces much film, even though more 
often than not this provokes the local critics to begin their news¬ 
paper columns; ‘So it goes on: one incompetent Bengali film 
after another that is neither minimal art nor more than minimal 
box office.’ But creation is everything here 

This urge has produced more publishers in Calcutta, it is said, 
than in all the rest of India. They sometimes operate from small 
back rooms which probably accommodate half a dozen members 
of the family at a time, as well as the man of literature. And so 
great is the clamour of other men of literature to get their 
thoughts and observations into print, that such a publisher some¬ 
times makes quite a modest living from launching books of 28 
pages and 1,500 words (complete with source notes) on serious 
topics at two or three rupees per copy No author of a thumping 
bestseller m the West ever put more of himself into these small 
classics One of them begins with the dedication ‘To the Memory 
of my Beloved Cousin Chiranian Bhattacharya, a Sergeant of 
Calcutta Police Knocked Down Dead by a Fleeing Lorry on 
28 October 1965’, and there is a verse to go with it. Then there 
is a foreword. Then comes a preface; ‘In 1958, on request of my 
friend Sitangsu Chatterjee, I contributed a series of articles on 
DeRozio to the Radical Humanist. Since then many a friend of 
mine has been urging upon me to bring them out in the form of 
a booklet. I have been in search of a publisher for all these years 
and at last find him here . . . My publisher looked through the 
manuscript by chance and practically snatched it away from 
me for publication. Words can hardly express my gratitude to 
him.’ Then comes the book proper. 

This great local pressure to execute and create for yourself, in 
whatever way you can, perhaps accounts for the fact that even 
the very best artists in Calcutta, like Jamini Roy with his delicate 
linear paintings, and Me^ra Mukherjee with her metal sculpture 
rooted in ancient traditions which she is gradually restoring to 
her people, find it difficult to sell their works in a place which is 
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not always stuck - even inside the plaintive Bengali community 

for the odd rupee; that and the fact that most of the rich in 
Calcutta do not often wish to know about Bengali culture. Yet 
the Bengalis are so proud of this side of themselves that they will 
quite solemnly assure you, and believe it to be true, that one of 
their scholars had translated Moliere into their tongue before 
ever the English heard him in theirs. Nor do they fail to point 
out that the three Nobel prizes so |ar associated with India were 
each awarded for work done in Calcutta. The most cherished, 
naturally, is the one Rabindranath Tagore won for his verse epic 
Gitanjali in 1913, for that was Bengali through and through. 
But the city’s first honour from the Nobel committee came with 
Sir Ronald Ross’s medical prize in 1902 for making that break¬ 
through in malaria, up at the Presidency Hospital with his ser¬ 
vant Mahomed Bux. And though C. V. Raman was a Madrassi, 
he collected the physics prize in 1930 for discovering some im¬ 
portant thing about the diffusion of light while he was occupying 
a professorial chair at the university here. These are scarcely 
coincidences. Calcutta has always been better provided with 
intellectual facilities than anywhere else in the country. Above all, 
it has evolved an atmosphere for perpetual cerebration, even if 
much of its thinking has often been wildly and extravagantly 
impractical. 

It has been persuasively argued that the Mutiny failed in Ben¬ 
gal as it did nowhere else in Northern India because not only 
had local nationalism (which has frequently taken precedence 
here over Indian nationalism) not at that stage focussed on a 
political objective, but because the natural leadership in Bengal 
was obsessed with acquiring whatever advantages the British 
could give them; that whereas in Delhi people thought of expell¬ 
ing the foreigner and establishing Indian government, in Cal¬ 
cutta the educated were content with assuming equality and 
sharing in administration. One Bengali poet, Iswarchandra 
Gupta, even went so far as to celebrate in verse the victory and 
the retribution of the British when they recaptured Cawnpore 
from the mutineers. The tide turned against the British in Ben¬ 
gal very largely because of the appalling behaviour of these 
badly-frightened foreigners in Calcutta and elsewhere after 1857; 
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and because the education which the Bengali Hite acquired and 
sought from their Western teachers was bound to promote a 
fervent desire for freedom, being based as it was precisely on those 
values. The first effective thing the educational apparatus of nine¬ 
teenth century Calcutta did for the Hindu Bengalis (from whom 
the bhadralotc exclusively came) was to draw them far ahead of 
the Bengali Muslims in power and influence. The Muslims, hav¬ 
ing been dethroned in India by Westerners, were not inclined to 
embrace Western values until their pride had started to heal 
again by the beginning of the twentieth century. Significantly, 
of 2,738 college students in Bengal in 1881-2, only 106 were 
Muslims; only 87 per cent of the 44,000 high school students 
were Muslims in that year; while in 1871, the Bengal Govern¬ 
ment service was officered by 60 per cent Europeans, 30 per cent 
Hindus and only 4 5 per cent Muslims. 

The Bengali’s pantheon, therefore, is stocked with Hindu 
figures who were invariably Westernized to some degree, who 
were usually wealthy or landed or both (these being caste marks 
of the bhadralok), who spoke passionately of freedom from the 
beginning, who did not at first speak against the British with 
great hostility, but who progressively can be seen in more rebel¬ 
lious attitudes until they are out for downright revolution against 
the Raj. Education was not totally monopolized by the bhadra¬ 
lok; there was, for example, the low-caste blacksmith Panchanan 
who was employed by the printer Ward at Serampore, where he 
became skilled in making typefaces, though not as skilled as his 
son-in-law, who eventually cut type for fifteen oriental languages, 
including a Chinese fount with 43,000 characters in it; and there 
was Ram Camul Sen, a village boy who became a clerk’s assistant 
in the Magistrate’s Court and then rose on his native brightness 
and his friendship with Horace Wilson to a managing post in 
the Hindoostance Press and a fortune of Rs i million. But the 
prototype godling of Bengalis remains Rammohan Roy, who 
came from a bankrupt zamindari past, who made his own for¬ 
tune, who unfashionably denounced suttee, who was so ena¬ 
moured of freedom-fighters that he broke his leg while rushing 
up on deck to catch his first sight of a French tricolour in Cape¬ 
town Harbour when he was sailing to England in 1830, and who 
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- Hindu that he was of sorts - was eventually buried amidst 
Graeco-Doric monuments at the Amos Vale cemetery in Bristol. 

Not many of these men were as besottedly Anglicized as the 
poet and playwright Michael Madhusudan Dana, a quaint and 
overwrought figure who crammed most of his output into a 
couple of years towards the end of the Young Bengal period and 
the start of the real renaissance. He based most of his work on 
Hindu mythology, though he became a Christian at one stage 
and he composed both in Bengali and in English, But while he 
used his native traditions he gloried in something more distant. 
He would claim that two thirds of his work derived from Greek 
artistic inspirations; he hailed Milton as divine and he once 
wrote to a friend; ‘Here you are, old boy, a Tragedy, a volume 
of Odes, and one half of a real Epic poem! ... If I deserve credit 
for nothing else, you must allow that I am, at least, an industrious 
dog .. .* Today, in Calcutta, where men of letters and culture 
talk, they still refer to him as ‘Michael’; or, rather more often, as 
‘poor Michael’, But they give Keshub Chandra Sen his full 
name, for he still demands a very full respect. He went to Eng¬ 
land, like many other Bengalis of that age, and there he told them 
that ‘You cannot hold India for the interest of Manchester, nor 
for the welfare of any other community here ... If England 
seeks to crush down two hundred millions of people in this 
glorious country, to destroy their nationality, to extinguish the 
fire of noble antiquity and the thrill of ancient patriotism and if 
England’s object of governing the people of India is simply to 
make money, then I say, perish British Rule this moment.’ That 
was in 1870, and the English were so impressed by his style and 
competence if not by his sentiments, that they devised a small 
test for Keshub Chandra Sen one day, requiring him without 
any warning to lecture to them upon the subject of ‘O’; which 
he promptly did for the following hour. 

They were much more frosty when they received Surendranath 
Banerjea, diough he had not by then had his series of clashes 
with Lord Curzon over the administration of Calcutta Corpora¬ 
tion. Banerjea was the son of a doctor, a westernized Calcutta 
Brahmin, and he obtained most of his education at Doveton 
College among boys who were mostly British or Anglo-Indian. 
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He took a degree and then be went to London to sit for the 
racially exclusive ICS examination, which only one Indian be¬ 
fore him had managed to pass; he was successful, together with 
two other Bengalis and a lad from Bombay, but at once Banerjea 
and another candidate were disqualified for having (inadvertent¬ 
ly, it seems) falsified their ages by nine months. He challenged 
the decision at the Queen’s Bench and was successful. Three 
years later, the ICS sacked him for an error which would have 
earned an Englishman nothing more than a reprimand. Banerjea 
returned to England to get this decision reversed, was unsuccess¬ 
ful this time, and was turned down when he tried to make a 
fresh career at the Bar, because he was a dismissed Government 
employee. ‘I felt,’ he wrote later, ‘that I had suffered because I 
was an Indian, a member of a community that lay disorganized, 
had no public opinion, and no voice in the counsels of their 
Government. The personal wrong done to me was an illustration 
of the helpless impotcncy of our people.* He was given a chair 
in English literature at a Calcutta college run by Indians and 
from it he began to run his campaign of Indian nationalism. He 
founded the bhadralok Indian Association (which counter- 
weighted the landholders’ British Indian Association) and he 
made much of his propaganda through the columns of the 
Bengalee^ of which he was editor. He was bitter in his hostility 
to Curzon, both over the Viceroy’s gerrymandering of the Cor¬ 
poration and his crass stupidity and Imperialism over Partition. 
But he was never an extremist, though extremists were on the 
way in Bengal, and he was partly responsible for loosing them. 
He is to be remembered typically, perhaps, for his warm re¬ 
sponse at that meeting in College Square after George V had 
revoked Partition. And for something Lord Minto wrote a little 
later; ‘It was simply marvellous,’ to Curzon’s successor, ‘with the 
troubles and anxieties of a few months ago still fresh in one’s 
memory, to see the “King of Bengal” sitting on my sofa with his 
Mohammedan opponents, asking for my assistance to moderate 
the evil passions of the Bengali.. .* Another British ruler was to 
say of Banerjea even later; ‘I have a soft comer in my heart for 
Surendranath; we have done him a grievous wrong but he bears 
no malice.’ 
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No Englishman could possibly have made such an assessment 
of Subhas Chandra Bose, who became Netaji, revered leader, to 
many Indians and a rival in their affections to Gandhi himsdf. 
Bose was bom into a Bengali family living in Orissa in 1897, his 
father a lawyer and a member of the Bengal Legislative Council. 
He had been educated by Baptists before he started to read philo¬ 
sophy at the Presidoicy College in Calcutta, which expelled him 
for leading a communal assault on an English teacher in 1913. 
He was readmitted and he went on to Cambridge, where he was 
to write a letter home to say that ‘what gives me the greatest 
joy is to watch the whiteskins serving me and cleaning my shoes’. 
He got into the ICS without difficulty but resigned within a 
year to join Gandhi’s movement, now beginning to stir across 
India. To his disgust the Mahatma was talking some nonsense 
about non-violence and Bose began to drift off in the direction of 
Chitta Ranjan Das, who was a considerable Bengali poet, Cal¬ 
cutta’s leading barrister, and a highly successful defender of 
nationalists in court. Das by this time had already worked his 
way through the foothills of Congress in company with such 
people as Banerjea and the English Indophile Annie Besant; he 
had claimed the leadership of the extremist faction which was 
opposing Banerjea and the moderates and he was about to leave 
Congress to start the new Swaraj Party which would head the 
fight against the British. He pidked yoimg Bose as chief of the 
pickets which were enforcing the boycott of British goods in Cal¬ 
cutta’s shops; and when, in 1924, the Swarajists won control of 
Calcutta Corporation, Das became Mayor and Bose his first 
executive at a salary of £3,000 a year. Bose was still only twenty- 
seven and his personal mythology had scarcely begun to take 
shape. 

He was arrested for suspected terrorism and, without being 
charged, he was sent down to the great concentration camp of a 
prison in Mandalay. Das died while Bose was there; his own 
health began to break, but when the British offered to release 
him if he would take refuge in Switzerland he replied that he was 
not a shopkeeper and he did not bargain. He watched Nehm be¬ 
come general secretary of Congress, which was yet another 
movement in the wrong direction, according to Bose. He is said. 
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at this point, to have foresworn women and alcohol until India 
should be free, and it was a reputation that he was to maintain 
carefully but hypocritically until his death. The early thirties 
were now upon him, the years of civil disobedience on a massive 
scale in India, and Bose was in and out of prison several times. 
When not there he was either enjoying election as Mayor of Cal¬ 
cutta, making an uneasy peace with Gandhi, or travelling in 
Europe; and there he was always warmly welcomed by a motley 
collection of politicians, from Ribbentrop to Stafford Cripps, 
from Hitler to Clement Attlee, from Eamon dc Valera to Eduard 
Bcnes. At home he was crowned with the Presidency of Congress 
in T938, arrived at its annual assembly on a carriage drawn by 
fifty-one bullocks through fifty-one gates of honour, and almost 
at once began to find himself outmanoeuvred for the ultimate 
hallmark of Indian approval by the shrewd Gandhi, who pre¬ 
ferred the more biddable Nehru as his first lieutenant. 

When war broke out and India was bundled into it whether 
she liked it or not, Bose began to stump the land with speeches 
demanding the immediate transfer of government from the 
British. Not surprisingly, on 2 July 1940, he was arrested; the 
excuse being seditious talk at a demonstration he had organized 
in Calcutta for the removal of the memorial Lord Curzon had 
erected to the victims of the Black Hole. He was sent home after 
going on hunger strike for six days. Nine days before his trial 
was due to start, he fled from the city by car, disguised as a 
Muslim teacher. He wore other disguises before he reached the 
Italian Legation in Kabul; in Peshawar he posed as a Pathan, 
later he pretended to be a deaf mute; and he tried to find the 
Russian Embassy in the Afghan capital, for he was not particu¬ 
larly happy about the Nazis and their ally, only settling for the 
Italians after getting lost several times. The Italians, however, 
were most obliging and Bose, identified in his new Roman pass¬ 
port as Orlando Marrotta, got to the Russian frontier, took train 
tp Moscow, and flew into Berlin on 28 March 1941. 

J For the next two years his life among the Germans was un¬ 
easy and uncertain. He immediately asked if he might broadcast 
anti-British propaganda, but Count Ciano, Mussolini’s son-in- 
law and Italy^s Foreign Minister, vetoed the idea; he already had 
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the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem and ex-King AmanuUah of 
Af^anistan making similar applications and could visualize a 
number of wires getting badly crossed. Bose then asked that all 
Indian troops taken fuisoner by the Germans and Italians in 
North Africa should be sent to him for brainwashing and even¬ 
tual parachuting home along the North-West Frontier, to spread 
disoSection among the population of British India. He was 
allowed to brainwash them but Hitler forbade the parachuting 
because he was by no means ready for an Indian revolt. So Bose 
amused himself further by devising a flag for a potential Indian 
L^on, a green, white and saffron tricolour, with a Bengal tiger 
springing aooss it. He had a daughter by Emilie Schenkel, whom 
he had first known in 1934, when she was his secretary at the Free 
India Centre in Berlin, and to whom he was now married in 
secret; for he had the appearances of a vow to keep up among the 
other Indians in the city. And he constructed his post-war, post¬ 
revolution aims for India. For a few years after the British had 
been removed, there would have to be a dictatorship, for no 
other form of government would be ruthlessly ^ective enough 
in tadding India’s chronic internal dissensions and factions. She 
needed a Kemal Ataturk, and he would be Subhas Chandra Bose. 

In February 1943, just as Bengal was beginning to starve 
to death, Bose sailed out of Kiel in a U-boat and eventually 
flew from Sumatra to Tokyo. The Japanese received him with 
acclaim, particularly on their new territory of Singapore, 
where Bose in July attoided a series of public functions and 
private consultations wifli the military; and such was the mark 
he made there on his first visit that for several years after 
the war the anniversary was commemorated as Netaji Week. He 
accepted the Presidency of the Indian Independence League, 
which had been founded in Japan between the wars, and with it 
the allegianoe of an Indian National Army ixdiich the Japanese 
were forming from sympathetic Indian prisoners. In August, 
Bose was in a position to offer too,000 tons of rice to starving 
Bengal, as a gift from his league. The British turned the offv 
down. On 23 October 1943, ^ Proviskmal Indian Government 
declared war on the Allies and within five months troops bearing 
the banner of the springing tiger had crossed the Indian frontier 
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after battling 'their way through Burma. Neither Bose nor the 
25,000 soldiers of the Indian National Army were to advance 
again. They were beaten bade out of their homeland by Slim’s 
Fourteenth Army. After the British victory and the Japanese de¬ 
feat at Imphal, Indian troops serving the British discovered 
Indian troops serving Bose dead of starvation in the ruins of the 
garrison, though Bose by dien was in Rangoon. Under the pres¬ 
sures of headlong retreat and one lost battle after another, troops 
of the IN A and their Japanese brothers in arms began to quarrel. 
There were more and more desertions to the ranks of British 
India. The dream of a second Kemal Ataturk was destroyed and 
Subhas Chandra Bose was thinking of making his way to Russia 
when he took his last flight from Singapore to Tokyo. On 18 
August 1945, Itts plane rolled down the nmway on Formosa 
after refuelling there, was airborne for a few moments, then 
crashed into a hillside. A few hours later Netaji died very calmly, 
though he had been terribly burned. 

There are many people in Calcutta today, many more right 
across India, who refuse to believe that Bose is dead; they say 
quite fiercely sometimes that the British imprisoned him, or that 
the Americans enslaved him, or else they suggest that he is safe 
in some good Communist land, waiting for the right moment to 
come and redeem them from a bondage that has puzzlingly con¬ 
tinued even though Indians now govern themselves. In 1970, 
indeed, the Speaker of the Indian Parliament’s Lower House 
presided over a meeting which demanded a judicial inquiry into 
the circumstances leading to the ‘disappearance of Netaji’. In 
Calcutta they have renamed their most important commercial 
thoroughfare after him as well as erecting two statues to him. 
One is at the edge of the Maidan, near the Governor’s Raj 
Bhavan, where Subhas Chandra Bose stands with his right arm 
raised in what could be a benediction upon the high-noon sun. 
And there, on his birthday, crowds come to place portraits of this 
hero against the high plinth, to garland him with flowers, to 
watch the guard of honour’s horses nervously pawing the ground 
when the sirens begin to wail and the firecrackers start to burst at 
12.15 P-TO- precisely, the instant Netaji was born; and then the 
military band plays the old mardtiing tunes of the Indian 



200 


CALCUTTA 


National Anny, and everyone goes home in quite high spirits. 

There is only one name rivalling that of Netaji to produce a 
warm response from a Bengali, and that is Tagore. This is not a 
name so much as a dynasty and every element in the rise, the 
predominance, the lustre, the aspirations and the sad decline of 
both Calcutta and West Bengal is embodied in the fortimes of 
this astonishing family. It was a Tagore who moved over from 
Kalikata to Sutanuti to make way (with suitable compensation) 
for Qivc’s new Fort William after Plassey; it was a Tagore who 
contracted the first business partnership with a European, Mr 
Carr; it was a Tagore who became the first Indian to pass the 
ICS examination; it was a Tagore who composed the Indian 
national anthem as well as bringing the first Nobel prize to India 
as a native of the country. From the very start of Calcutta, a 
Tagore has been standing at least upstage but more frequently 
dead centre at every scene change of the whole, rambling epic 
performance. The most remarkable thing about the Tagores, 
considering their history, is that Bankim Qiandra Chatterjee, 
and not one of them, composed *Bande Mataram* (Hail to the 
Mother), which is Bengal’s own particular and fervent regional 
anthem. 

This has always been a family of colossal and shrewdly accu> 
mulated wealth. They were banians when the British arrived but 
they were soon very much more under the leadership of Dwark* 
anath Tagore, who was Rabindranath’s grandfather. Dwarkanath 
acquired the makings of his fortune as zamindar and head dewan 
(chief native officer) of the East India Company’s salt and opium 
department, but soon he was investing in industry with the 
advice of Lord William Bentinck himself. He became director of 
the Calcutta Steam Tug Association, which was so profitable 
that envious people labelled it The Thug. He bought up the 
Bengal Herald^ the India Gazette and the defunct John Bull^ 
which later became The Englishman and the voice of the Raj. He 
was Director of the Union Bank, he owned indigo factories, and 
when the Chowringhee Theatre was burned down, he snapped 
up the land for Rs 15,000 and began to make a profit on it. He 
launched the Landowners’ Association in 1B38, the year after he 
had neatly established his own position in life when he pressed 
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the Government for the appointment of a Deputy Magistrate 
who ‘should be taken from the respected class of people and not 
selected merely to increase the salary of those who are at present 
employed ..His eldest son Debendranath was just as success¬ 
ful in keeping the family fortune well topped up, and so was every 
other commercial leader of the clan in generations to follow; 
the start of the twentieth century saw Surendranath Tagore help¬ 
ing to float the Cooperative Navigation Company with a capital 
of Rs 2*5 millions at the same time as he was secretary of 
Hmdusthan Cooperative Insurance with a capital of Rs lo 
millions. 

The Tagores were vigorous Hindus with a reforming streak in 
everything they toudhied. Dwarkanath worked with Rammohan 
Roy for free trade and a free press, went to England, and returned 
with the Member of Parliament George Thompson to campaign 
for the spread of education in Bengal and more opportunities 
for Indians in Government service. Debendranath was almost a 
founding member of the reformist Hindu Brahmo Samaj and 
once despatched four Brahmins to Benares to inquire whether 
the Vedas were infallible. At the same time he spent a great deal 
of energy in fighting the missionary instincts of Christianity, 
starting the Hindu Charitable Institution, a free school for 
middle-class Hindu boys who would there be shielded from the 
influence of Serampore and its brothers in Christ. The Tagores 
wanted to see a reformed Hinduism, not one vitiated by outsiders 
or by apostates; Prassanakumar Tagore, lawyer and founding 
Fellow of Calcutta University, was one of the Hindu College 
directors who sacked young DeRozio from its teaching staff for 
his blasphemous ways; and Debendranath was so strict in his 
observances that he once forbade his cousin Jnanendramohan to 
address the Brahmo Samaj in English, just as he once refused to 
accept a letter from a son-in-law because it had been written in 
the same language. The movement of the Bengali bhadralok 
from ingratiation and willing acceptance of the British to suspi¬ 
cion and then hostility is clearly outlined in the history of die 
Tagores who, indeed, were generally to be found setting the 
bhadralok pace. In 1830 Prassanakumar was publicly forecast¬ 
ing a day fairly soon when distinctions between conquerors and 
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conquered would disappear and Indians would be accepted as 
fellow subjects of the Crown. By 1867 Debcndranath had started 
the Hindu Mela to encourage Bengali pride, fellow to the recently 
formed Society for the Promotion of National Feeling Among 
the Educated Natives of Bengal, both of which were anticipating 
the boycottery of the swadeshi movement by two or three decades. 

With their wealth, their reforming zeal and their nationalism, 
the Tagores were also preposterously, accomplished as well as 
interested. Dwarkanath and Prassanakumar were among the first 
Indians to be admitted to the erudite Asiatic Society in 1829, 
nearly half a century after it was opened. Debendranath com¬ 
posed a Sanskrit grammar. His eldest son Dwijendranath was a 
mathematician, a philosopher, a writer in prose and poetry and 
a very decent flautist; he also invented Bengali shorthand. 
Dwijendranath’s nephew Balendranath was the first recognized 
critic of Bengali art, but died young before he could fulfil even 
greater promise. This century has seen a Tagore painter, a 
Tagore Professor of Fine Arts at the university and a Tagore 
musicologist. All this, and Rabindranath Tagore as well. 

When this greatest of the Tagores was bom in i86r, Debend¬ 
ranath had already produced seven sons and the polymathic 
Dwijendranath was twenty-one years old. Within a dozen years 
the new boy was getting into the family stride for by then, it is 
said, he had translated the first scene from Macbeth for a teacher 
at the missionary St Xavier’s college he was attending. Given 
Debrendranath’s suspicion of proselytisers it is surprising that 
Tagore was ever allowed near these Jesuits, but he was soon with¬ 
drawn and placed in the hands of his brothers in that rigorous 
Bengali household up the Chitporc Road, where Western man¬ 
ners and speech were totally taboo. From them he learned most 
things, from music to wrestling, and started composing early in 
his teens; and he curiously imitated Chatterton by publishing a 
series of poems not under his own name, but as the Padavali of 
Bhanu Singha - a deception that was never recognized until 
Tagore himself acknowledged it much later in life. When he was 
seventeen he sailed for England with his second brother Satyen- 
dranath (the Tagore who broke the ICS examination barrier) 
and for the next eighteen months he attended lectures in English 
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literature at London University, wrote a sentimental verse drama 
called *The Broken Heart*, and made friends with many English. 
When he got home he plunged into his literary profession by de¬ 
molishing poor Michael Madhusudan Datta’s major work in a 
critical essay; and then went on to write a series of considerable 
poems himself that marked him, among cultured Bengalis, as 
someone to watch. 

He was in his early thirties when his father switched him onto 
another tadc of the Tagores, by sending him to look after their 
estates at Silaida, many miles from Calcutta, near the River 
Padma; and there, when he wasn*t settling tenant disputes and 
boating round the property, Tagore was editing a literary journal 
in an old indigo planter’s hut. By the turn of the century, having 
added novels and plays to his music and his verse, being already 
loaded with honour and reputation in Bengal (though India as a 
whole waited for the world’s acclaim before adding its own), he 
retreated to another family home in the country, which his father 
had built for religious meditation as much as anything. 

Rabindranath was always tom between town and country; 
when he had established his own home, much less restrictive 
than his father’s, he once wrote ‘When in the village I become an 
Indian. The moment I go to Calcutta I become a European. 
Who knows which is my truer self?’ At Santiniketan he now 
built a school which was to evolve into a university, as a protest 
against an education system which he feared and despised as yet 
another industrial manufacture alien to the Indian tradition and 
destructive of the human spirit; his students here were taught 
the brotherhood of man in the open air. And in the next few years 
he composed the series of songs published as the coUection 
Gitanjali. 

The Tagore political strain reclaimed him now. There had 
been a time in adolescence when he and his brother Jyotirin- 
dranath had belonged to a secret society vowed to destroy India’s 
enemies by force, when sophisticated young Bengalis were full of 
Mazzini and talk of emulating the Italian Carbonari. But now 
politics were mature and very serious indeed; Lord Curzon was 
upon the land. Tagore became the high-priest of swadeshi, 
battling with the British in print and on platforms, ceremonious- 
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ly tying the coloured rakhi cord round the wrists of all good 
men and true to emphasize their brotherhood, helping to run the 
shops that might break the thraldom of Manchester and Dundee. 
At the Calcutta Congress of 1911 (which Ramsay MacDonald 
would have presided over had his wife not just died) the dele¬ 
gates sang Tagore’s specially-composed anthem ‘Jana Gana 
Mana Adhinayaka’ for the first time, as all Indians were to sing it 
on national occasions from 1947 onwards. This was, for him, a 
climactic moment in politics. By 1921 he had started to distrust, 
with bhadralok aloofness, Gandhi’s cotton-spinning culture, and 
made a series of speeches in the city attacking the Mahatma’s 
anti-intellectualism and narrowness of view. He had already told 
his good friend, the missionary C. F. Andrews, that *Our present 
struggle to alienate our heart and mind from the West is an 
attempt at spiritual suicide’, and he was not to take part in politi¬ 
cal life again, though he was writing with political awareness 
until he died in 1941. 

Maybe the Nobel prize in 1913 had given Tagore pause to 
think. It could never have bought him, but it took him to Europe 
again to mix with a range of thinkers that he could not have 
encountered in person before. The King of England was to give 
him a knighthood and Calcutta University was to make him a 
doctor of literature, but the Nobel committee pushed him into the 
arms of Croce and Gide, Schweitzer and Russell and many minds 
like them. In spite of the apparently windy mysticism of the 
Gitanjali (for Tagore, it is said, comes very badly out of transla¬ 
tion, and this work, in any case, was intended to be heard with 
music that few Westerners have ever appreciated) W. B. Yeats 
was quite overcome with emotion when he read the verses in 
front of their author at a gathering in Hampstead, and even 
Ezra Pound, who was also present, said he felt a barbarian be¬ 
fore them, Tagore was embraced on all sides as some kind of 
Messiah from the East and, indeed, he somewhat looked the part 
for he was deeply bearded and he wore a form of long cassock 
when abroad; though at a dinner one night George Bernard 
Shaw, who did not venerate other people easily, inquired of his 
immediate neighbour whether this guest of honour was old Blue¬ 
beard, and wondered how many wives he had. When the tri- 
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umphal tour was finished Tagore came home to make, a little 
later, the grandest gesture any man could manage. He returned 
his knighthood to the King Emperor’s Viceroy with a contemp¬ 
tuous letter explaining that he could not tolerate such a bauble 
from a people who were now clamouring with sympathy and 
subscribing £26,000 for their poor General Dyer, who had just 
been removed from his command after massacring 379 Indians 
at the Jallianwalla Bagh in Amritsar. Then this most distin¬ 
guished of all the Tagores decided, in his sixties, that he must 
learn the principles of painting; and proceeded over the next 
twenty years to produce some of the most celebrated art in 
modern India, vividly colourful compositions with a touch of 
Paul Klee about them. At bottom he remained what he had 
always been, what was equally a caste mark of the bhadralok as 
a whole, what is perhaps at the heart of a particularly Bengali 
dilemma. He was a man caught at a cultural crossroads, forswear¬ 
ing one minute what he took to be destructive elements from the 
West, and at the next, desperately afraid of alienation from them. 

He is still a great weight in Calcutta. The Rabindra Bharati 
University there is dedicated entirely to expounding his philo¬ 
sophy of gentle humanism. Every night, some hall in the city is 
packed with middle-class people to whom his music means as 
much as Mozart’s means to the citizens of Salzburg. Every day, 
the pilgrims dawdle round the rambling red brick house of 
Jorasanko, high up the Chitpore Road, to marvel at those late- 
flowering paintings, to peer at samples of the elongated English 
handwriting, to see one photograph after another of Tagore with 
Einstein, Tagore with Romain Rolland, Tagore with Gandhiji, 
Tagore with almost everyone who counted for anything in the 
universal world of culture in the first few decades of the twen¬ 
tieth century. This is part of their heritage and they cannot, will 
not, forget it. As for the Tagore heritage at large, there is plenty 
of that in Calcutta as well. There is a Tagore villa up the river, 
near the Dakhineswar temple, a cross between the Marble Palace 
and the Tollygunge Club, whose owner some time ago was 
reported to be thinking of filling the large ornamental pool with 
Hooghly mud so that he could start farming lobsters. Another 
Tagore residence has now left the family but it remains as one of 
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their most priceless monuments, a full-blooded piece of Scottish 
Baronial complete with roimded turrets and castellated battle- 
n>ents, built by Jatindsamohan Tagore in 1896, just after he had 
been knighted and had decided to exercise his ennobled right to 
dwell in his own castle. There is a Tagore Chemical Works up at 
Baranagar to maintain the family remnant in funds. There are 
twenty-five Tagores listed in the telephone book. And, just to 
show that the clan can keep pace with Calcutta wherever she 
may go, there is a Tagore commanding a Communist party 
which may only have a membership of one; and a Tagore who 
not long ago contributed to the Sex Special of a local film maga¬ 
zine (‘Boldest Attempt on the Subject Ever Made in India’), She 
seems the first female Tagore to have been more than an appen¬ 
dage to a husband. 

The most inexplicable thing about the people who have pro¬ 
duced the Tagores and so many other outstanding figures in 
modern Indian history, is how on earth they could also have 
been so outsmarted and outmanoeuvred so many times by so 
many other people until they can, with some justification, claim 
that they have been almost dispossessed in their own chief city 
For time and again outsiders have remarked on the brightness of 
the Bengali; they have discovered that it can be highly unpleasant 
to get in the way of his national and regional aspirations. The 
Bengali is by no means lacking in self-confidence, he upholds a 
perfectly handsome image of himself. Twice within the past few 
years, social scientists have set out to discover just what the cos¬ 
mopolitan peoples of Calcutta think of each other and a synopsis 
of the two samples has come to some fascinating conclusions. The 
Bengali, it seems, regards the Bihari above all else as shabby. He 
looks down on the Assamese as provincial, the Oriya as cowardly 
and backward, and the Muslim (for this is exclusively Hindu 
sampling) as cruel and quarrelsome. The Marwari is business 
minded, selfish, opportunist, greedy and narrowminded in that 
order. The Nepali comes out very well as courageous and dutiful 
and the South Indian is presentably gentle and progressive. The 
Bengali sees himself more than anything as a gentle fellow but 
after that he is a literary chap, he is hospitable, he is peace-loving 
and he is patriotic. 
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Curiously, no one else regards him as any of these things. 
Canvass all the other sub-species of the race in Calcutta, and you 
hnd that they all think of the Bengali first and foremost as a man 
with an inbred craving for an office job, in administration if 
possible; after that they see him as cowardly, jealous, selfish and 
quarrelsome. It is widely rumoured that when a businessman in 
Bombay, Madras or Delhi is told by his employer that he and 
his family must spend their next few years at the Calcutta office, 
there are groans in the household at the news, not merely because 
Calcutta is physically a trying place to live in. It is mostly because 
they don’t much want to gel mixed up with the cocky Bengali 
on his home ground. If only they knew the agonies of this 
stereotype, as he sits among his friends in the Coffee House off 
Chittaranjan Avenue, with English phrases like ‘political expedi¬ 
ency’ and ‘revolutionary cadres' streaming out of his Bengali 
torrent across the grubby tables and the slopping tea-cups, while 
his city and its great nobility decays around him. Only just up the 
road is a passing but symbolic monument to this moment in 
Calcutta’s history; the house of Keshub Chandra Sen, no less, 
dilapidated and nearly collapsed, with its frontage raddled by the 
tattered display of gaudy cinema advertisements. 
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The time to enjoy the claustrophobic sensations of the most 
crowded place on earth is during a religious festival. On any day 
of the week you will encounter more people than you think you 
can possibly have met before if you go down to Kalighat. It is a 
hazardous business driving a car along the last few streets before 
you get there, for they are generally choked with pilgrims, with 
beggars, with sadhus and with people whose business is to attend 
to the dozens of slatternly hotels and restaursuits that surround 
the shrine; for there is money attached to religion in India, just 
as these things go hand in hand anywhere else in the world. In 
Calcutta, not only are twenty-five new temples illicitly created 
each year to provide persons unknown with a substantial com¬ 
petence in beggary and alms (according to a Corporation which 
prefers to licence such places and collect a revenue itself) but at 
Kalighat there regularly appears a particularly awe-inspiring 
figure on the mercenary landscape; he puts the better-looking 
class of pilgrim into a trance under the guise of spiritual exercises, 
obtains their address and their keys while they are thus pre¬ 
occupied, and rifles their premises while they are communing 
with the goddess. 

The shrine itself is as intimidating as Kali. This is possibly the 
only Hindu temple in the city a non-Hindu would never dream 
of trying to enter. So you stand by the railings and watch the 
pilgrims climb the steps beneath the brightly painted eaves, 
brushing past the garlands of marigolds and the strings of tink¬ 
ling bells as they go, bearing their small gifts of sweetmeats and 
spices upon fresh green leaves for Kali, gently encircled by the 
drifting smoke of incense. Then you observe the block in the 
courtyard, at which each day a goat or a sheep is beheaded in 
blood sacrifice; and you remember that just occasionally Kali still 
accepts a human sacrifice - fourteen throughout India since the 



beginning of 1967, that are officially recorded, though none of 
them, as it happens, was in West Bengal. So you turn away with 
a shiver and watch more pilgrims splashing merrily and ducking 
themselves with religious rhythm in the sand-coloured waters of 
Tolly's Nullah. 

Something like that is going on all the time, at every temple 
across the city. And all the concentrated fervour, all the press of 
people, all the spectacular and colourful strangeness of it, all the 
beggary and the bickering that goes with worship, is magnified 
by many multitudes on a festival day. West Bengal is very strong 
on such occasions. There are twenty full public holidays here, 
ranging from Netaji’s birthday in January to the annual closing 
of bank accounts at the end of December, and on top of them 
come days when employers must release religious minorities, 
like Christians and Buddhists, for ceremonies of their own. There 
are communal occasions like Holi, when people slosh coloured 
water over each other and hurl bags of coloured powder around 
the streets and Calcutta becomes very giddy with delight. There 
is a day when everyone takes time off to celebrate the birth of 
Guru Nanakj who founded the Sikhs. On Bengali New Year’s 
Day, as many as possible make for the Dakhineswar temple, a 
rambling shrine set among palm trees by the riverside a mile or 
so above the Howrah Bridge; and there, businessmen and shop¬ 
keepers in particular take their new account books and their little 
images of Ganesh, who looks after their interests as well as those 
of writers. There are three days in January when pilgrims from 
all over India come into the city and sail by steamer for Sagar 
Island, a few miles beyond Kedgeree, where the Hooghly is 
fifteen miles wide and rushing into the sea; infants used to be 
thrown to sharks here, to propitiate the gods, but now there is 
mass bathing by up to half a million instead, and nothing more 
terrible than the occasional capsized boat and half a hundred 
drowned. 

Yet none of these festivities compares to the four days each 
October of the Durga Puja. Durga is Kali’s alter ego, a matri¬ 
archal figure rather than a terrible one. She had always been 
there, of course, lurking in the shadows behind the fearsome 
Kali, she had always been celebrated, but she was not invoked as 
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the object of Bengal’s most powerful cult until the composer of 
Bande Mataram, Bankim Chandra Chatterjee, represented her as 
the image of Motherland at the start of the twentieth century. At 
almost the same time the Swami Vivekenanda and his closest 
disciple, Sister Nivedita (who was Irish and known to her family 
as Margaret Noble), were urging Bengalis to consider the lessons 
of Kali in a contemporary setting; both were invoked for 
nationalism, but whereas Durga was for pure symbolism, Kali 
was for destruction. Kali is by no means a back-number in Cal¬ 
cutta now, but she has been far outstripped by Durga in popular 
esteem. 

All year hundreds of men at Kumartuli have been preparing 
for Durga Puja in their sheds and workshops. Here, in a few 
streets alongside the river in North Calcutta, is the district of the 
idol-makers; there must be many thousands of images in prepara¬ 
tion at any time, to Lakshmi, to Ganesh, to Kali and even (unless 
your eyes deceive you) just here and there among the more 
homely stuff, to Father Christmas. But by far the biggest quan¬ 
tity is always in the smiling image of Durga; no more than a 
bimdle of straw tightly packed into shape to start with, but then 
with projections of lath and cane, and then with grey clay added 
and smoothed most delicately and thickly along the manifold 
arms and legs. The whole thing is painted in the brightest colours 
when finished and nothing exhibited at the Blackpool Illumina¬ 
tions or along Regent Street at Christmas was ever half as magni¬ 
ficent as some of Durga’s images that come, larger than life could 
possibly be, from the ramshackle sheds of Kumartuli. People 
compete to produce the biggest and the most dazzling idol in 
their part of town, in their street, in their block of flats, so they 
do not flinch from the cost of bartering with the craftsmen. 

As Puja approaches, the shopkeepers of Calcutta go dotty with 
offers of ten per cent discounts on all ptirchases, while some 
people prepare to leave town for a holiday. But most stay, while 
the Corporation workmen string fairy lights along the outlines 
of public buildings, illuminate a couple of trams, and make ready 
to put out the fires when people accidentally set their Durga stalls 
alight. For the next three days and nights people rush about 
in funny hats, inspect the Durgas one after another, listen to 
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drummers thumping their way along the exhibits, spend a 
handful of paise to watch an indigent student sit in a white¬ 
washed garage with twenty-five king cobras, pick each other's 
pockets, knock each other about when discovered, and generally 
fall around laughing. There are prizes for the committee which 
has produced the most sumptuous pandal, with Durga sur¬ 
rounded by other god-figures, perhaps, in which even her consort 
Siva is consigned to a secondary and admiring role. And while 
Puja is on, Calcutta will not seem such a desperate place after all, 
there will be renewal in the fairy-lit air, and the promise of hope 
and better things to come. 

But on Dasami, the fourth day, something perfectly terrible 
happens. With evening well on its way, it seems as if the entire 
city has gone down to the river, standing so thickly along Strand 
Road and upon the ghats that anyone arriving just before dusk 
will be lucky to catch a glimpse of water. Lorries begin to appear, 
bringing Durgas from all parts of Calcutta, together with the 
people who have worked and saved to make their Puja as find and 
spectacular as the last. Each of these groups take their Durgas 
down to the water very gently and with reverence, bobbing her 
smiling face up and down on their shoulders as they go, making 
her marigold garlands swing and sway in the lamplight. They 
put her into the Hooghly and give her a push and soon the river 
is teeming with scores of gaudy goddesses, floating and founder¬ 
ing in the direction of the sea. Eventually the crowds turn away 
from the Hooghly and this time they are not so gay. The days of 
rejoicing are over for another year, leaving behind them images 
of perfection which have been cast away with the everlasting 
prodigality of India. 

Yet however much is colossally wasted in this land, in this 
city in particular, it is always replenished. However many people 
die here, there are always many more to take their place, It is 
^id that the very biggest crowd to assemble with a sense of pur¬ 
pose in Calcutta, did so in 1955 when the Russian leaders Bul¬ 
ganin and Khrushchev visited the city. Mr Nehru, the Prime 
Minister, (an uneasy man that day, for he had a political tight¬ 
rope to walk between East and West, and Russian technicians in 
Delhi were coinddentally and ostentatiously offering to build 
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India a brace of coveted atomic reactors) said that he believed 
the meeting of welcome on the Maidan was the biggest ever held 
in the country. The newspapers talked of two million people, and 
it may have been so. Apart from congregating on the Maidan, 
they thickly lined a route from Dum Dum to the Raj Bhavan 
wduch had been decorated with twenty-four massive ceremonial 
arches, one every quarter of a mile. Lamp posts had been painted 
silver, and when the Russians finally reached the cit}' centre they 
found that every Government building had been freshly colour 
washed, that the towering Ochterlony Monument had been fes¬ 
tooned with lights. They very nearly didn’t arrive because of the 
crowds. Their car was stopped several times after leaving the air¬ 
port because people were pressing too close, and the enthusiasm 
was so great that at one stage there were fifteen extra and strictly 
unofficial passengers aboard. Finally, the long-suffering vehicle 
broke down under weight of numbers (as many a local bus has 
done since) and the Russians completed their triumphal entry 
into Calcutta quite hidden from view inside a police van. After 
they had taken pan from the Governor, after they had doffed 
their straw hats to the people once more, and after five hundred 
pigeons had been released across the Maidan, the rest of the day’s 
programme had to be abandoned, simply because of Calcutta’s 
impossible enthusiasm and its even more impossible numbers. 

Its crowds can be much more alarming than that, even when 
they are infinitely smaller. These are the people who refined 
Gandhi’s technique of passive resistance by numbers beyond a 
crafty weapon of offence into an instrument of wicked torture 
called the gherao. Tlie gherao began as a form of industrial action 
when labour relations had become strained. It meant that if an 
employer refused to submit to the noniial pressures of workmen 
for the improvement of their wages or conditions they would, 
quite literally, surround him. Whether he was in his office, walk¬ 
ing down a corridor, crossing the factory yard or simply pre¬ 
paring to drive home in his car, a mass of men would appear and 
stand round him; diey might or they might not jeer at him, but 
they would not touch him; the thing that mattered was that the 
employer could not budge without their permission or until 
police (x>uld be summoned to get him out of that intimidating 
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mob. The gherao was so effective in obtaining results that it has 
been extended to cover every situation where one man can yield 
anything imaginably required of him by a number of men; 
teachers have been gheraoed by their students, tax collectors by 
their debtors, bus drivers by their passengers; even a judge has 
been gheraoed by witnesses at a judicial committee of inquiry. 
Men have collapsed half-dead from exhaustion and dehydration 
in Calcutta after being gheraoed in the blazing sun for the best 
part of a day by perpetually fresh mobs operating a shift system. 

It is irrelevant for a brave Westerner to wonder why a man in 
such a predicament doesn’t charge the mob and try to battle his 
way through them; the man knows perfectly well that they would 
beat him to death without hesitation with their fists if they had 
nothing else handy. The only thing you can do if you are ghera¬ 
oed is to sit tight with as much calmness as you can manage, and 
hope for the best. When a newspaper in this city reports that a 
car, a bus or a lorry knocked someone down in the street the day 
before, it frequently adds, without explanation, that the driver 
fled. Every reader in Calcutta knows that a driver in such a mess 
who doesn’t fly, stands an excellent chance of being lynched on 
the spot. Tram-buming is almost a curricular activity among 
students in Calcutta; and the trams, like most other public- 
service vehicles, are increasingly provided with heavy wire mesh 
round the drivers’ cab, to protect him from mob violence. People 
are quite often found decapitated roimd here, or stabbed or axed 
to death. 

There are several reasons for the terrible violence of Calcutta. 
One is the anger of excessive poverty confronted by excessive 
wealth, and all the complex and sometimes C3mical things that 
follow from it. Another has something to do with the fact that 
there are so many men without women in this city. Another has 
traditionally been a clash of religions. Another has come from 
frictions of cultures and sub-species of people. Even in 1857, 
Girish Chandra Ghosh was writing that ‘Calcutta contains a 
fusion of races as antagonistic to each other as the tribes of 
American Indians’. There has been a much greater fusion since 
then; and much, much more violence. Apart from the violence 
offered the British in the cause of nationalism, which was con- 
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siderable and which lasted almost until the Second World War, 
the most common cause of brutality and bloodshed in Calcutta 
during the first half of this century was the bitter communal dif¬ 
ferences between the Muslims and the Hindus. Curzon’s parti¬ 
tion had given the overwhelmingly Muslim population of East 
Bengal a sense of freedom they had not felt since the rise of the 
Hindu bhadralok, and they had deeply resented the Hindu agita¬ 
tion which had led to Partition being revoked. It was thus typical 
of local feeling that, when a festival procession passed a mosque 
during Durga Puja in 1924, the Hindus should clap their hands 
in a mixture of high spirits and provocation. The Muslims 
attacked the procession at once with ballast from the nearby 
railway line and six people were wounded, one of them fatally. 
That sort of thing became so commonplace that it was barely 
worth reporting. There were more serious communal riots in 
1918 and 1926. 

In 1926 there was tension on several fronts in Calcutta. There 
had been years of terrorism directed against the British and the 
British had reacted vigorously, which is to say brutally as often 
as not. They had also been playing off Muslim leaders against 
Hindu leaders, in their efforts to maintain a balance of power 
themselves. On the Hindu side, the bhadralok had almost totally 
lost the support of their own lower castes, who quite properly 
suspected them of self-interest; Chitta Ran jan Das, recently dead, 
had made notorious use of Calcutta Corporation as a patronage 
machine during his mayoralty. On the Muslim side, their leader, 
Sir Abdur Rahmin, had long since decided that Islam came be¬ 
fore India and had just told the All-India Muslim League con¬ 
ference that the time had come for an organized fight for Muslim 
rights. Apart from a few Muslims in the Swaraj Party there were 
by now no groups of Muslims and Hindus working together 
within the legislative body of Bengal. This was the climate when 
the Hindu Arya Samaj held its annual procession in North Cal¬ 
cutta on 2 April 1926. It was led by a band, it had the usual 
police escort and it had marched a couple of miles when it 
reached the Dinu Chamrawalla’s mosque in time for azan, the 
Muslim call to prayer at four p.m. A Muslim ran out of the 
mosque and asked the band to stop playing till it was out of ear- 
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shot. The inspector of police with the procession advised the 
Hindus to do as they were asked. One drummer alone kept up his 
beat. At once a crowd of worshippers rushed out of the building 
and began to pelt the procession with garbage. The procession 
began to hit back. Instantly, Hindus and Muslims from sur¬ 
rounding streets began to pour into the confusion and the fight¬ 
ing spread across that part of the city; mosques and temples alike 
were desecrated by mobs. For the next fortnight the riots con¬ 
tinued throughout Calcutta, shops were looted, places of worship 
were burned down, fifty people were killed and seven hundred 
were injured. It took troops with armoured cars to stop the fight¬ 
ing, and even that was only a short relief. Three weeks later a 
drunken brawl in Central Calcutta started a fresh riot which 
lasted a fortnight, killing seventy and injuring four hundred. The 
most frightening thing about these collisions was the suspicion 
afterwards that they had been deliberately engineered by leaders 
on both sides. Almost from the start, leaflets had appeared on the 
streets, exhorting both Hindu and Muslim to combat. One said; 
‘Moslems Beware! Otherwise the Hindus will eat you up.' 
Another said ‘Rise up, O Hindus! girding up your loins, and 
stand up steadfast on the arena of the fight. .. Let all the higher 
and lower castes unite and exhibit the glory of the Hindus.’ Yet 
this, with the intermittent riots which followed during the rest of 
the year and the ones that occurred in the thirties, was merely a 
small rehearsal for the horror that came a couple of decades later. 

At the turn of the century Muslims had outnumbered Hindus 
throughout Bengal by ten per cent, and they at least maintained 
the distance between them in the years ahead. They were always 
a minority in the towns, though; even in Dacca and Chittagong, 
in the middle of an enormously Muslim area, Hindus were able 
to outweigh them. By the end of the war the Muslims formed 
no more than twenty-three per cent of Calcutta’s population, yet 
they had dominated the political affairs of the city and state for 
several years (as the Marwaris had started to dominate native 
commerce) under the patronage of the British, who found them 
slightly more reliable than the insubordinate Bengali Hindus. 
The first Muslim Vice-Chancellor of the University had been 
appointed in 1930 and Fazlul Huq had become the first Muslim 
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mayor in 1935. Since 1927, moreover, successive ministries in 
Bengal had been headed by Muslims, dependent for existence 
upon the combined votes of Muslim and British members of the 
legislative body. 

In April 1946, Mr H. S. Suhrawardy - the same Suhrawardy 
who had underplayed the seriousness of the Bengal famine in 
1943 - formed a new Muslim League administration. By this 
time it was quite clear, though the intention had not yet been 
officially declared, that British rule had not much longer to go in 
India. The wrangle was now between Mr Nehru and Mr Jinnah 
about a division of the country into Hindustan and Pakistan 
when government was eventually relinquished by the Raj. Stoutly 
badcing up Jinnah from Calcutta, Suhrawardy at once threat¬ 
ened to declare Bengal an independent state if the British eventu¬ 
ally handed control of all India to the Hindu Congressmen in 
Delhi. *We will sec that no revenue is received by such central 
Government from Bengal,* he said, *and consider ourselves as a 
separate state having no connection with the Centre.* July came, 
with Jinnah and Nehru locked in acrimony and Jinnah calling 
upon all Muslims to make Friday, 16 August, a Direct Action 
Day. In Calcutta, one strike after another marked the restlessness 
there and on 13 August Suhrawardy declared that Friday would 
be a public holiday; at which all Congressmen in the state as¬ 
sembly promptly walked out. One of Suhrawardy’s ministers 
said the holiday had been declared because the provincial govern¬ 
ment feared there might be communal troubles that day. It is 
doubtful whether even he realized what his government had just 
deliberately let Calcutta in for. Even amidst the atrocious insin¬ 
cerities of local politics at the time, it' is not conceivable that the 
Muslim League could have been prepared for anything on the 
scale of what followed. 

In Bombay, that Thursday, the two national leaders met for 
over an hour, at the end of which Jinnah said, 'There will be no 
more meetings between me and Pandit Nehru.’ In Calcutta, it 
was announced that bank employees would demonstrate on 
Saturday against a police lathi charge that had taken place during 
a bank strike the day before. Rita Hayworth was appearing in 
Gilda at the Tiger Cinema that wedt and on Friday the Elite was 
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due to start showing Intermezzo, with Leslie Howard and Ingrid 
Bergman. Marie Desty, French dressmaker, was going to reopen 
her showroom and make the best of holidaymaking shoppers. 
The Calcutta Stock Exchange had just had a quiet day. On Fri¬ 
day morning the temperature was 88 degrees, the humidity was 
91 per cent. And for the next few days, Calcutta became hell. 

It began where trouble has almost always begun in this city, 
in North Calcutta, with stabbings and lootings and bombs of 
soda-water being thrown. Mobs made for wine shops and got 
drunk on the spot. Then they went in search of more plunder 
and both Hindu and Muslim shopkeepers were clubbed and 
stabbed to death trying to defend their property. Goods worth 
Rs 7 million were taken from a store in Dharamtala Street. All 
this was just a preamble. On Friday afternoon there was a mass 
meeting of Muslims at the foot of the Ochterlony Monument, 
part of the Direct Action Day strategy. They streamed in pro¬ 
cession from every direction, and when their demonstration was 
over they streamed off again into streets where men were now 
rushing about with shouts of 'Jehad' (Holy Wai;). An old man 
walking down a lane with a small bundle was tripped by one of a 
gang coming in the opposite direction; as he fell, the lot of them 
set upon him and beat him with lathis (which are staves of 
bamboo, usually iron-shod at the tips) until he was still; a 
moment or two later he stirred, whereupon one of the gang ran 
back and stabbed him until he would never move again. Four men 
walking down another street were attacked by another gang and, 
when they appeared senseless, they were picked up and hurled 
into an open sewer. A mob surrounded a bustee and, when some 
of the inhabitants rushed out, these were hacked to death with 
axes; the mob then set fire to the shanties, and the slum-dwellers 
who remained in their homes were burnt to death, until nothing 
of the bustee and its people was left but a pile of ashes. 

A curfew was imposed on Friday night, but Calcutta had only 
just started to tear itself to pieces. At dawn on Saturday, the 
atrocities were still mounting. The 36 Down Parcel Express 
train was stopped just outside the city and looted, its crew butch¬ 
ered. Defenceless people were now sheltering together in the 
hope that this would make them more secure. The families of 
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four houses gathered in one, when a crowd appeared bearing 
lathis, spears, axes and blazing torches. They battered the doors 
down and rushed in shouting Tlunder and kill*. The families 
took refuge on the roof while the mob ransacked one room after 
another, taking away everything portable; then they set fire to 
the rest and one man survived the wreckage to tell what hap¬ 
pened. In some parts of the city, where Hindus and Muslims 
lived close together, pacts were made to keep the peace and to pro¬ 
tect each other from mobs. A Muslim family in a predominantly 
Hindu district on the banks of Tolly’s Nullah were saved when a 
large crowd was marching upon their house; their neighbours 
hustled them into a boat and got them away down the canal. In a 
Muslim district, a Hindu family were about to be attacked with 
iron bars and daggers when three or four Muslim women rushed 
in, stood between the two groups, and warned the mob that it 
would be necessary to kill them first. 

Just after noon on Saturday the police decided they could no 
longer contain the massacre and the military were at last called 
in to help; there had been one Indian, one Gurkha and four 
British Battalions in the city, together with a few tanks, when 
Friday began; a week later another battalion from each source 
had been summoned in reinforcement. For the city was now 
berserk and the garrison could not at once subdue the madness. 
By Sunday morning even the politicians were appalled at what 
they had started and local Muslim and Hindu leaders began peace 
talks; they proposed a joint procession the following day through 
Central Calcutta. Both Muslim League and Congress supplied 
sixty marchers bearing their party flags and white banners, and 
they met in Dharamtala Street while bystanders clapped and 
there were cries of *Hindu Muslim ho* (Hindus and Muslims 
unite). Then the procession stopped, its leaders apparently uncer¬ 
tain which way to go next. Three men shouldered their way into 
the middle of the procession and hauled one of the marchers out 
to where five other mm were standing. Together, the eight began 
to beat the marcher until he fell down, while the rest of the 
procession and the bystanders fled. The beaten man was left on 
the ground looking dead. One of the goondas suddenly turned 
round, ran back to him, and was seen to plunge a knife into the 
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body three times. Then another goonda ran bade and beat die 
corpse with a lathi. Not far away, a man who looked as though 
he had been thrown through a shop window was sitting on the 
pavement alongside the wreckage, his back streaming with blood, 
very carefully tying a triangle of broken glass into the cleft of a 
stick, to make a sort of axe. 

The stench of rotting bodies now began to wrap itself around 
the city. A reporter who went out with a military detachment 
wrote that ‘in an open plot of land surrounded by dwelling 
houses in Upper Chitpore Road, near Shampukur, about fifty 
bodies had been thrown haphazardly in two heaps and were being 
devoured by vultures. Adjoining them was an abandoned lorry 
containing about a score of corpses ... at the junction of Syed 
Ameer Ali Avenue and Circus Market Range, the former a main 
thoroughfare of Park Circus ... beside the burnt and looted 
remains of a two-storeyed house, lay the bodies of two men and 
a dog. Vultures had attacked the former, leaving the dog alone*. 
The British military commander, Brigadier J. D. C. Sixsmith, 
wanted to bum all corpses where they were found, to prevent 
the possibility of a cholera epidemic; he was firmly told that 
neither Hindu or Muslim religious susceptibilities would permit 
anything less than customary rites in every case. 

Refugees were now streaming out of the city, through Howrah 
Station and by road; a week after the killings started, it was 
estimated that 110,000 had fled from Calcutta, that another 
100,000 had been displaced within the city itself. And still the 
carnage continued when the ghastly weekend and the Monday 
of nominal bygones had passed. On Tuesday morning The 
Statesman struggled to find words that would say what had 
happened to this city, in a leading article ■ ‘When we wrote two 
days ago, conditions in Calcutta were horrifying. They have 
passed beyond that since, whatever the appropriate adjective is 
... the fire brigade reports four hundred calls and four fires to 
each call, with a thousand calls that can’t be answered . . This 
is not a riot. It needs a word found in medieval history, a fury 
.. .* A week later, a paragraph of bold type surrounded by heavy 
black lines on the paper’s front page told almost all that it was 
necessary to add to that. ‘Information would be welcome about 
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those Indian members of The Statesman staff in Calcutta who 
have not been in the office since i6 August. Would those whom 
recent events still preclude from returning to duty please send 
news of themselves?* 

By then the mobs were sated; temporarily. There were now 
45,000 troops in the city and they had managed to impose a kind 
of peace by 25 August. Frightened people were still forming 
vigilante patrols in their streets at night, their women v'ere still 
keeping a lookout from the rooftops, with conch shells and 
trumpets which they blew if they saw the slightest suspicion of 
hostile movement below. Corpses were still being discovered 
where men had been cut down and shoved into sewers. Some¬ 
times people were found there alive. Akbar Ah Molla was 
rescued almost dead from a sewer in Ballygunge nine days after 
he had been flung into it, bleeding from a knife wound in the 
side As always in Calcutta, it was difficult to count the dead and 
the injured By 27 August 3,468 bodies had certainly been 
accounted for, but it is likely that just as many had been thrown 
into the Hooghly by their murderers, that they had vanished 
beyond any identification. Maybe fifteen thousand had been 
injured. 

And it was still not over. There were several days without a 
reported incident and on 2 September, the Stock Exchange 
reopened But on 6 September a series of stabbings killed three 
and wounded a dozen. On 14 September, another eight people 
were stabbed in North Calcutta. On 24 September, nine people 
were killed and fifty-four were hurt in another riot. Twenty 
more had died by the morning of 29 September, when the turf 
correspondent of The Statesman wrote ‘The present uneasiness in 
Calcutta was reflected in the poor attendance on the opening day 
of the Tollygunge Autumn Meeting. The racing was very enjoy¬ 
able to some and those who lost heavily on such favourites as 
Playtime, Sweetheart, Pladda Light and Gypsy Moon, will look 
forward to better luck in the near future.’ Every few days the 
long casualty list was increased until the inevitable happened 
and the Mahatma came to sec if there was anything he could do 
to staunch this apparently interminable flow of blood. He came 
on a day at the end of October which had spent another fourteen 
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lives, and got off his train a few miles outside Howrah, so that he 
cx}uld avoid the vast crowds that were waiting to welcome him. 
At his prayer meeting that night he said that he had come with a 
blank mind to do God’s will, that God would tell him what the 
next step should be. He met the Governor of Bengal, Sir Freder¬ 
ick Burrows, for a couple of hours and he had meetings with Mr 
Suhrawardy and other Indian leaders in the city. He was suffer¬ 
ing from a bad cold and he spent most of the next few days nurs¬ 
ing it. Then he left Calcutta for East Bengal, where peasants were 
now behaving with the savagery of the city. 

For almost a year the small butchery of Calcutta continued. 
Occasionally a day or two would pass without a killing, then it 
would begin again, with two or three deaths on a Tuesday, 
followed by a dozen on a Wednesday, with another score on the 
Thursday, declining to eight on the Friday and peace again by 
Sunday, until tw'O more men were stabbed to death on Wednes¬ 
day ... In Delhi, frightened politicians were now at least going 
through the motions of reconciliation, the British were announc¬ 
ing that they would be leaving Indians to their own devices 
within fifteen months, they were replacing their penultimate 
Viceroy with their last one and Lord Mountbatten was charming 
and pressing everyone in sight into a kind of civilized behaviour, 
but civil war was breaking out in the Punjab and Muhammad 
All Jmnah was getting his ivay, and the British were now decid¬ 
ing to shake the dust of this turbulent Empire from their feet by 
midnight on 14 August 1947. And Calcutta was still savaging 
itself. 

On Saturday, 9 August, Gandhi returned to the city. He spent 
the whole of his first day there with the Indian ministers of Ben¬ 
gal and the British Governor, He told the people that night that 
he would gladly give his life if it would slake Calcutta’s furious 
thirst for blood. He had intended going on to Noakhali in East 
Bengal, where things had been so bad on his last visit, but now he 
would stay for a little while here instead. He stayed the weekend 
at an ashram at Sodeporc, a few miles outside the city, and on 
Sunday thousands of people made their way there to see him. 
On Monday he toured the worst of Calcutta in a car which he 
never left, while people came up and told him their troubles and 
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the Mahatma quietly made notes. At one place so many thou> 
sands were pressed round the car, chanting ‘Jai Hind’ and 
‘Gandhiii-ki-Jai’, that he plugged his ears with his fingers to shut 
out the noise. It was his day of silence. For Calcutta it was a day 
when nine people were murdered and fifty others were hurt. In 
one of the most devastated parts of the city, a patrol of British 
troops had been standing by; quietly, they slipped into position 
close to Gandhi’s car and stayed with him for the rest of the day. 
Next morning it was announced that the Mahatma and Mr Suh- 
rawardy were going to live in a bustee together, in one of the 
badly mutilated areas. ‘Mr Gandhi,’ wrote the reporter, ‘said he 
had been warned that Mr Suhrawardy was not to be relied upon. 
The same thing was said about him also. He was described as the 
worst enemy of Islam. He was supposed to be a consummate 
hypocrite. God alone knew what was in men’s hearts. He would 
trust Mr Suhrawardy as he expected to be trusted. Both would 
live under the same roof and have no secrets from each other.* 
The two didn’t exactly live in a bustee. They took up quarters in 
a large house standing in its own grounds in Beliaghata, the pro¬ 
perty of a Muslim businessman. But it was surrounded by bus- 
tees, mostly inhabited by Hindus where they hadn’t been aban¬ 
doned in panic. 

It was not entirely a popular move. As Gandhi’s car swung 
into the grounds of the house that Wednesday afternoon a couple 
of hundred people at the gates were shouting ‘Go back, Gandhi’ 
and they carried it on for hours in the ram while the British 
picket stood watchfully by. The Mahatma abandoned his usual 
prayer meeting and asked a score of the loudest demonstrators to 
step inside to talk; in the middle of the conversation they got up 
and walked out, and the crowd outside started to throw stones at 
the doors and windows. Gandhi looked upset and began to write 
letters. By eight p.m., with the military picket still standing by 
for real trouble, the demoovstration died down and the people 
went away. On Thursday there was no hostility at all near the 
house. Instead, thousands of pilgrims came, and most of them 
were women. India would be Independent at midnight and the 
city was suddenly transformed by the prospect. On Friday it was 
consumed by another kind of madness, in which ‘almost un- 
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believable scenes of fraternity and rejoicing were witnessed in 
some of the hithoto worst-affected areas - particularly Chittar- 
anjan Avenue, Lower Chitpore Road, Zakaria Street, Harrison 
Road, Bowbazar Street and Dharamtala Street*. People were now 
wandering these places with shouts of ‘Hindu Muslim ek ho* and 
‘Jai Hind* and ‘Inquilah Zindabad*. They were singing ‘Bande 
Mataram*. Suddenly, they had stopped hurting each other. On 
Sunday, 75,000 of them were to march on Gandhi’s prayer 
meeting to give thanks with him. But on Independence Day 
itself they left him rapt in a twenty-four fast at his spinning 
wheel and his prayers. Mr Suhrawardy fasted with him. 

Calcutta began to enjoy a kind of freedom. 
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IT is quite impossible to forget or ignore Calcutta’s imperial past, 
for the city has been pickled in its origins. The chances are, 
indeed, that the English-speaking visitor will bring with him one 
of the smaller but more enduring relics of the Raj. No better 
guide to India and the adjacent countries exists than Murray’s 
Handbook, which was first published in 1859 and which still, in 
its twenty-first edition of more than a century later, insists on 
taking travellers back to the great old days, even though in the 
city now ‘all the amenities of civilization such as air-conditioning 
are available’. Before ever it arrives at the hard stuff of the gazet¬ 
teer, Murray is full of careful warnings that excessive bodily 
exertion and consequent fatigue should be avoided by all who are 
no longer young, and splendid reassurances that the station- 
masters in this part of the world are generally civil and obliging. 
It has advice for the hardy: ‘Those who intend to go into camp 
(as the British-Indian term runs) should be experienced, or have 
friends who will make arrangements for them . . .’ It has tips for 
the discriminating collector; ‘One must not forget the maxim 
caveat emptor^ and realize that in bargaining the final figure will 
always leave the smaller dealer with a margin of profit, which 
may be considerable.’ A man armed with his Murray is well 
equipped to take the imperial parts of Calcutta as they come. 

They come from the moment his plane starts its approach to 
Dum Dum, with that first ridiculous glimpse of an English vil¬ 
lage church tower sticking up out of Bengal jungle. After that 
there is no getting away from the building styles of the British, 
with their own antecedents deeply embedded in everything from 
Greek Classical to French Gothic. On the way into the city from 
the airport you pass the factory of The India Hosiery Mills; the 
title is wrought upon the iron arch over the main gate, there is a 
gas lamp hanging from the centre of the curve, and if it were 
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not for the crowd of Indians swirling past that gateway and 
along the high brick factory wall, the whole composition might 
just as well be in Rochdale, where the local guardians of indus¬ 
trial archaeology would be wondering already what their chances 
were of preserving it for posterity in the face of those dreadful 
modernizers. The industrial parts of Calcutta, indeed, are no¬ 
thing more nor less than deliberate replicas, grimy red brick upon 
grimy red brick, of their old competitors in the North of Eng¬ 
land, and they could quite easily have figured in some of Dore’s 
nineteenth century slumscapes if it were not for the people who 
go with them. There is even a thoroughfare in this city called Gas 
Street. Occasionally, these reproductions are so exact that they 
bring you to a halt with gaping astonishment. Just across the 
river at Shalimar, a road which has been lined with factories 
turns sharp right to avoid the goods shed of the South Eastern 
Railway. At once (give or take 50 degrees or so of heat) you are 
standing where this little cameo properly belongs - seven thou¬ 
sand miles away in the rundown Ardwick district of Manchester; 
for not only is that road bumpily surfaced with the same stone 
setts, but the lettering on the side of the goods shed has come 
from the same type-book and been cast in the same foundry 
moulds as the Manchester signs of the old London, Midland and 
Scottish Railway. 

If you look along the outline of most street frontages in 
Calcutta, it is not at all unlike looking down the sides of Bruegel’s 
Tower of Babel, such is the busy confusion of things one on top 
of the other - balconies, awnings, wires, washing, belvederes, 
stanchions, wooden blinds, indistinct projections and leaning 
people. But if you confront each building separately head-on, 
you often fiiid yourself goggling at a perfect rhapsody of archi¬ 
tecture. There will be a doorway set between Doric columns 
with *AD 1879’ carved into the pediment above. On either side of 
this, where there ought to be windows, there will be rooms open to 
the street instead, with trade going on inside; and pilasters will 
spring away above, to a wrought iron balcony on the first flcior, 
which will be partly enclosed by Early English arcading and 
which will also be provided with wooden shutters that neither 
the early nor the late English ever needed in their climate. Above 
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this will come another storey, whose window openings have been 
carved in a faintly Mogul style; and to top it all off there will be 
a stone balustrade with Gothic ogees piercing it so that, from the 
other side of the street, you can even see the hoofs of the large 
stone horse that is galloping across the roof - or the hem of 
Aphrodite’s dress as she gracefully bends to pour the contents of 
her um on to the pavement far below. The consistent Qassicism 
of the Mullick’s Marble Palace, and several of its rivals, is really 
very unambitious when contrasted with a lot of what has been 
built in Calcutta. There is a tall and narrow house on Strand 
Bank Road, not far from the river, which rises through four 
floors and four building styles that have originated in four sep- 
* arate countries. There is a small thesis to be written by somebody 
on Calcutta’s rooftop monuments alone; not only horses and 
Aphrodites, but lions rampant, hawks stooping, and naked young 
ladies reclining rather brazenly as well. These reach their full 
height of imagination in the Bengal Baroque fantasy of Jhagra 
Kothi in Armenian Street, a building erected for commerce at 
the turn of the century which for some unrecorded reason started 
a conununal riot in the district; possibly because the Muslims in 
the mosque opposite thought the architect was engaged in a 
parody of their faith rather than their building styles, but con¬ 
ceivably because they found it too much of a good thing when 
the collection of angels lining the roof was each provided with an 
electric lamp sticking out of his halo. 

The most impressive of the imperial remains are all to be 
found within a mile or so of the Maidan, which is itself the most 
splendid of the lot. Calcutta is not desperately short of public 
parks, though most of them are tiny and overrun with garbage, 
refugee families and a perpetual feeling of imminent invasion by 
anything that cares to stake its claim. Alone, and quite remark¬ 
ably when you consider what has become of this pullulating city, 
the Maidan feels like a very wide open space; and, truly, it might 
be a dangerous place for anyone with a touch of agoraphobia. 
The Honourable Emily Eden likened it to Regent’s Park in Lon¬ 
don, but it is twice as big as that and only half as exclusive. It is 
two square miles of parkland, essentially, though it used to have 
more trees until the cyclone of 1864 blew many of them away. It 
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is crossed by half a dozen thoroughfares and one of these, the 
Red Road, was laid down especially so that Viceroys and their 
Emperors could make a very imperial progress towards their 
Government House at the top. George V and his Queen were 
carried in state up here to pacify Calcutta after they had dropped 
that unforgiveable bombshell in 1911. Security ordained that the 
Maidan should stretch away green and empty on either side of 
the Red Road that day; and what with the royal carriages, the 
outriders, the Mogul triumphal arches put up for the occasion, 
the lining of the route by Highlanders standing at the present, 
with white pith helmets, red tunics, white blancoed gaiters up 
to their knees and tartan capes draped in regulation neatness 
over their left shoulders, it all looked like a cross between the 
first day at Ascot and the penultimate scene from Gunga Din. 

The edges and the mtersections of these roads were where the 
British put up the statues to their idols. George V himself was 
here in bronze and so were Lords Curzon, Kitchener, Roberts, 
Minto, Northbrook, Canning, and many of their peers who had 
known Calcutta well, together with men like Sir Robert Peel, 
whose relationship with the city was more elusive. Two or three 
were put down in the first few years of Independence because 
they were occupying sites of more obvious usefulness without 
them. But it was not until the middle of 1969 that the last six¬ 
teen were removed. A few were handled as the museum pieces 
they had become and were simply parked inside the boundary 
of the Victoria Memorial at the bottom of the Maidan; two or 
three were fondly procured by Canada, New Zealand and other 
parts of the old Empire where they still retain an affection for 
such things; the rest were unceremoniously dumped in a Cor¬ 
poration yard out at Barrackpore, leaving behind on the Maidan 
a series of stumpy plinths to keep company with Netaji Subhas 
Chandra Bose at one end, and with the Mahatma, who is peering 
down the length of Park Street half way towards the other. And 
nothing in this highly confusing land is more inconsistently be¬ 
wildering than the memory of Lord Mayo, still trotting on his 
horse at a cross roads in the middle of the Maidan, twenr/-two 
years after Independence, above an inscription which read: ‘To 
the honourable and beloved memory of Richard Southwell, 6th 
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Earl of Mayo, Humane, Courteous, Resolute and Enlightened. 
Struck doivn in the midst of a Patriotic and Beneficent career on 
18th February 1872 by the treacherous hand of an assassin. The 
People of India, mourning and indignant, raise this statue.* 

The Maidan is much used. It is used by people who like to 
keep clean and who are forever dhobying themselves or their 
garments in the three great tanks - the Manohar Das, the Gen¬ 
eral’s and the Elliot - which are set one after another down the 
edge of Chowringhee. Parts of it are stockaded during Durga 
Puja and other festivities, to become a sort of fairground. One 
of its roads is lined with tiny bungalows belonging to the Cal¬ 
cutta Kennel Club, the Rajasthan Club, the Armenian Sports 
Club, the Wari Athletic Club, the Engineers Club, the Calcutta 
Tramways and Athletic Club and many another organization 
that likes to build a bunker in a small garden, surrounded by a 
high thick hedge, in which its members can take refuge and 
amusement at the weekend. There is a middle section of the 
Maidan devoted to cricket every Saturday afternoon and every 
Sunday morning, with a dozen or more pitches heaving with 
figures in natty white flannels, who are dripping with sweat 
below their floppy white hats and their gaudy club caps. Indian 
cricket began on the Maidan indeed, with a two-day match in 
January 1804 between Old Etonians employed by the Company 
and ‘Calcutta*. Robert Walpole’s grandson Richard opened for 
Calcutta and one of Sir Elijah Impey’s sons scored thirteen for 
the side; but the Etonians won by 152 runs, being fortified by a 
Vansittart and (inevitably) by a Metcalfe major and a Metcalfe 
minor - one of the brothers later becoming a Governor-General 
of India. And on almost the same length of turf now stands the 
Eden Gardens stadium, where they play Test matches and where 
the spectators are rather more liable to lay on a riot than the 
batsmen a century. 

People play crown green bowls under floodlights at night on 
the Maidan. They hold the biggest political rallies on earth on 
the Maidan. They wander with large flocks of hornless, pimple¬ 
headed, flop-eared goats across the Maidan. When they are 
young and Indian they play hide and sedc in the ditch that sur¬ 
rounds the glaring white walls of Fort William on the river side 
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of the Maidan. When they are older and British they go for a 
constitutional before dusk down at the Racecourse end of the 
Maidan and, on meeting each other, they exchange a polite good 
evening without stopping, just as they would on Hampstead 
Heath. In the terrible heat of high noon, travellers from one end 
of India to the other shelter beneath their long-distance buses, 
which are also resting on the edge of the Maidan by Strand 
Road; and, a mile away across the spinneys and the grass and the 
ditches, taxi-drivers are doing the same thing beneath the trees 
which flank Chowringhee, with cardboard cinema posters dangl¬ 
ing from their branches; and a handful of idlers are slumped 
beneath the filigree ironwork shading a fountain there, which was 
presented to the Municipality in 1884 by Mr Ezra, who had it 
made (as you can still just make out) by Walter Macfarlane and 
Co., Glasgow. 

The Maidan’s biggest old totem is still in place, presumably 
because it was too big even for a Communist Government to 
shift into limbo with all the other monuments to the Raj. There 
are 165 fluted feet of the Ochterlony Monument, which is forty 
feet less than the Monument to the Great Fire of London. It 
starts with an Egyptian base, proceeds through a Syrian column, 
and is topped by a Turkish dome; a confection which is usually 
passed off as a deference to Sir David Ochterlony’s taste for all 
things Muslim. And conceivably the monument was raised in 
the first place not only to commemorate Sir David’s annexation 
of Nepal, but also to salute the days when he and his thirteen 
wives would take the early morning air by the banks of the 
Hooghly, on one elephant after another; or possibly because he 
was that very rare bird indeed among the eighteenth century 
rulers of India, the man who died almost penniless because he 
had not bothered to graft for a fortune. Ochterlony was half 
Scots but he was born in Boston, Massachusetts, though this does 
not explain why Mark Twain was so besotted with the monument 
when he was in the city, for he seemed unaware of Ochtcrlony’s 
background. His journal of a trip round the world spent only 
seven pages on Calcutta, though Benares rated forty, and he 
spent most of his space ruminating on the ‘cloud-kissing monu¬ 
ment to one Ochterlony’. Today, the Monument (having been 
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rechristened Sahld Minar, a title unused by anyone but the 
Communist Minister who insisted on the change) tends to be in 
the middle of all those colossal rallies at which the name of even 
a half-American is implicitly considered worse than Hooghly 
mud. It is also the focal point of those splendid weekend hap¬ 
penings on the Maidan, a Mukta Mda here, a man juggling with 
spinning things there, someone whirling by his feet from a rope 
lashed to a tripod round one side, someone else trying to charm 
a dozy snake from its basket round another; and all these enter¬ 
tainments are watched and applauded by scores of people who 
are, given the circumstances of the dty and their lives, un¬ 
accountably merry. The Monument is used by the police as a 
watchtower during the Maidan rallies and anyone else needs 
constabulary permission to climb to the top, just in case he 
should be a Pakistani spy wishing to take a long-distance look at 
the Howrah Bridge. 

From the top you can pick out one by one the other outstand¬ 
ing monuments to the Raj. Almost by 3^r elbow is Chowring- 
hee, which Edward Lear thought a fearful humbug of palaces 
and distinctly inferior to the Promenade des Anglais at Nice. 
Bishop Heber took more kindly to it, for he occupied one of 
the palaces and there he would sit drinking his favourite Bass 
ale, enjoying the company of his wife, whom he was always 
loth to leave; whenever he had a prolonged visitation to make 
upcountry he would write her long love letters, which Mr 
Gladstone later translated into Latin for amusement and intellec¬ 
tual exercise. Lord Macaulay, who lived almost next door, along¬ 
side the rising Bengal Club, agreed with Lear, for *a lodging up 
three pairs of stairs in London is better than a palace in a com¬ 
pound of Chowringhee’. He must have been the only titled visi¬ 
tor to the city from the early nineteenth century onwards not to 
have been mightily impressed by that very self-satisfied road. And 
if, today, it has no reason at all for self-satisfaction it still has the 
presence of an international thoroughfare. Once they rise above 
the scruffy trade of the pavement arcades, its buildings are pre¬ 
sentable and gleaming with creamy stucco, as they riiould be 
with all the money tucked inside them. Its roadway is wide and 
sweepixig, almost the only one in Central Calcutta where traffic 
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can usually proceed at the rush, sometimes being thrown into 
great confusion when a herd of white Brahmani bulls decides to 
advance down the centre lane at the stroll, ten or twenty at a 
time, while the taxis and the buses pile up aroimd them. 

Chowringhee is nicely coimterweighted across the Maidan by 
the sprawling octagon of Fort William, which is where the Cen¬ 
tral Government of Delhi maintains a thoughtful and secure 
foothold in this frequently rebellious city. It is almost a small 
town, as you can see from the top of the Monument, for it can 
garrison ten thousand men, but in all the years since Robert 
Clive started it, not one shot has yet been fired in anger from its 
battlements, though they are said to be well mounted with guns. 
And though the Fort keeps much to itself, a distant and enig¬ 
matic colony on the edge of potential insurrection, just occa¬ 
sionally it yields up an old-fashioned delight to the connoisseur 
of the Maidan. For on a Sunday morning you may se^ emerg¬ 
ing from one of its portals, a troop of cavalry in splendid line 
ahead. Delicately the horses pick their way across the grass, 
stiffly moving with the animals each trooper rests a hand by his 
bucketed sword, chatting with composure are the two officers at 
the head. The tone is khaki, not scarlet or blue, but for a moment 
or two, until the column disappears down Strand Road for exer¬ 
cise along the river, it is as though the Raj were still firmly in the 
saddle here. Five minutes later a lorry swerves round the corner 
onto the Red Road, full of young Communists in red berets, 
thumping their staves in time to some rousing chorus, on their 
way to yet another rally beneath the Monument. And it is as 
though the revolution had already broken out. 

A vision of white marble dazzles at the bottom of the Maidan. 
When W. H. Auden was here in the fifties, some enthusiastic 
guide told him that the Victoria Memorial had been designed by 
the man who did the Taj Mahal. This is not quite as comical as 
you might suppose, for you would certainly swear that it was at 
least George Gilbert Scott heavily inspired by the Taj; a scM’t of 
St Pancras by the Hooghly, but Classical not Gothic. Instead, it 
was the work of Sir William Emerson, President of the British 
Institute of Architects in his day, whose only building in England 
worth a moment's attention (if you laboriously investigate the 
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forty-odd volumes of Pevsner) was the Hamilton House he put 
up just past King's Bench Walk on the Victoria Embankment in 
London. The idea of the Memorial was Lord Curzon's, of 
course; its foundation stone was tapped into place by George V 
on his princely excursion to Calcutta in 1906, and whatever pro¬ 
fessional frustrations Sir William may have suffered from at 
home, he let them all loose in one majestic throw right here. They 
landed amidst sixty-four acres of lawns, ponds, shrubbery and 
herbaceous borders and nothing in Calcutta ever had more 
pleasing or more amply open surroundings. Here, as you walk 
up one of the drives, past the bronze Victoria on her throne, or 
the bronze Edward VII on his horse, or the marble Curzon look¬ 
ing very stem and ruly, you behold something which is more 
palatial than memorial; a great white cliff which in Calcutta’s 
light hurts the eyes, with its vaguely Renaissance sides ending at 
each comer in a sort of minaret, with its entrance arches soaring 
through two high storeys, with its entire rambling, derivative, 
nostalgic and impressive rectangle dominated by a colonnaded 
dome (the Taj, with concessions to St Paul’s Cathedral, maybe) 
which is itself capped by three tons of bronzed and victorious 
angel. 

It echoes inside, as it was doubtless meant to echo for ever and 
a day. It echoes most resonantly under the dome, in the Queen’s 
Hall whose walls have been deeply graven with the text of Vic¬ 
toria’s proclamation of herself as Empress. But reverberations 
from those illustrious days pursue the visitor to the Memorial 
wherever he goes along its galleria, its armouries, and its en¬ 
nobled chambers. Many of India’s old rulers are represented here 
in stone, quite often dressed in Roman togas, like Warren Hast¬ 
ings and Lord Cornwallis. And where they have not been im¬ 
mortalized with a chisel they have most certainly not been 
forgotten with a brush and a palette of oils. The Queen herself, 
quite naturally, comes first in all things. You have her in paint at 
her coronation, at her marriage, at the baptism of her son and 
heir, at her first and then her second jubilee celebrations in her 
cathedral church, at her son’s wedding, at her residence of Frog- 
more, and at exercise with dear old John Brown holding the 
horse’s reins. You have one or two of her possessions; the piano- 
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forte (that's what the label says) at which she received tuition in 
childhood, the writing desk and chair occupied for daily cor¬ 
respondence at Windsor, the last letter she wrote to her people in 
India thanking them in person for their s}rmpathy on the loss of 
her grandson in the Boer War (‘she cannot deny that she feels 
a good deal shaken .. /). You make the unexpected discovery 
that from her favourite Indian attendant, Abdul Karim, she 
learned Hindusthani. 

There are portraits of other Great Britons who were in Cal¬ 
cutta at one time or another; Macaulay, of course, and Kipling 
and Bishop Heber and William Hickey with the closest of his 
sixty-three servants and his little dog. William Makepeace 
Thackeray gets his bust in because he was bom here and Florence 
Nightingale hers because, like the Queen herself, she took a dis¬ 
tant interest in India. From time to time an Indian face is dis¬ 
played without discrimination among these alien images - 
Keshub Chandra Sen, poor Michael Madhusudan Datta who was 
so nearly an Englishman himself, Rabindranath Tagore and his 
enterprising grandfather Dwarkanath. There are documents, in¬ 
cluding the forgery which had Nuncomar judicially executed. 
There are treaties, among them the one Clive made with Siraj- 
ud-Daula after he had recaptured the city. The Permanent Settle¬ 
ment is here. So is a model of the battlefield of Plassey. And an 
antique musical grandfather clock by Whitehurst of Derby. Yet 
nothing that the Victoria Memorial contains is more memorable 
than the gallery displaying Mr Finden’s Portraits of the Female 
Aristocracy of the Court of Queen Victoria - all fifty-six of 
them, with the occasional damp stain having intruded upon the 
ladies since they were engraved in 1849. Lady Georgina Toler, 
Viscountess Canning, Miss Blanche Bury, Caroline Countess of 
Moimt Edgecumbe, The Lady Ashley, the Honourable Mrs Fox 
Manic and the rest - there they all are in two long rows, almost 
all of them bonneted, with ringlets, with chins carefully poised on 
slender hands and with variously arch eapressions; though Lady 
Agnes Buller, much the most individual, looks faintly Sultanate 
and fingers a harp. And on Sunday afternoons small Indian chil¬ 
dren, being towed round the premises by elders with a fine sense 
of history, pause for a long time before Mr Finden’s Portraits 
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and gaze at them silently with large and wondering eyes; as well 
they might. For the Victoria Memorial cost Rs 10,500,000 to 
build and, under the gentle persuasion of Lord Curzon, their 
great grandparents paid every last anna of it by loyal and dutiful 
subscription. 

Balancing this monumental expenditure of glory a couple of 
miles away, on the north side of the Maidan, is Raj Bhavan - the 
Government House in which Viceroys sat and ruled India as 
though they were Emperors themselves. This was quite the 
grandest gesture Lord Wellesley made to his subject peoples. 
Fort William College perhaps being the most careless. Before 
Wellesley came to Calcutta, a strong-minded dapper little man 
with a refined taste for Classics, the Govemors-Gcneral of Ben¬ 
gal and India inhabited a Buckingham House on this site, rented 
from the local Nawab. Wellesley at once decided that this was in¬ 
sufficient to his position; India, he let it be known, should be 
ruled from a palace not a counting house, with the ideas of a 
prince, not with those of a retailer in muslins and indigo. With¬ 
out bothering to consult the Directors of the East India Company, 
he summoned architects and began to build, and there was much 
anguish in Leadenhall Street when the bills began to roll in - 
£87,000 for the structure, £71,000 for the land, £18,000 for the 
furnishings and over £3,000 for the two new roads laid along¬ 
side; Wellesley could scarcely complain when his flabbergasted 
Directors, hearing that he had started building a second residence 
at Barrackpore, stopped its foundations in their tracks. Govern¬ 
ment House when finished was seen to be almost identical to 
Kedleston Hall in Derbyshire and, by a noble coincidence, a 
Curzon of Kedleston was to move out of one into the other 
within a century. 

It was - and is - not exactly like Kedleston. Where Kedleston 
has only two projecting wings to the main building, two others 
never having been finished. Government House was given all 
four to .catch every suspicion of breeze that might come its 
way. >Xfficre Kedleston has two floors, Government House has 
three. Where Kedleston’s upper salons are illuminated from 
above by skylights, Government House gets its light from the 
sides. Where Kedleston is made of sandstone, Government House 
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was built of bride with colour-washed plaster on top. Otherwise, 
no one could tell the two places apart, particularly after Lord 
Curzon himself had placed a row of urns along the roofline, to 
establish the details just as they were at home. Wellesley had 
already ordered the busts of twelve Caesars to be situated in the 
Marble Hall, to conform with the model, and among these each 
night, it was said, he would sit plotting his moves and counter 
moves against opponents military and political. His main stair¬ 
case already terminated in a pair of sphinxes, whose breasts 
were amputated shortly after installation on the orders of a 
discreet aide de camp, who thought they might offend his Lord- 
ship. 

From the moment of its completion. Government House be¬ 
came the scene of such entertainments as Calcutta had never 
known before, though the most memorable was not held until 
Curzon mounted a centenary ball at which he set the pace by 
dressing in the style of Wellesley, and so inspired a guest to write 
that 'We became our grandparents again, imitating in spirit, 
language and dress the high-waisted ladies and stately men who 
danced in these very halls a century ago.* Scarcely a British ruler 
of India lived here without making his contribution to the place. 
Lord Hastings imported the finest gravel from Bayswater for the 
paths. Lord Ellenborough bequeathed a Chinese cannon moimted 
on a brass dragon for the front terrace. Lord Elgin introduced 
gas. Lord Northbrook laid on hot water. Lord Curzon pro¬ 
vided those urns, experimented with the plasterwork after having 
the plans of Chatsworth sent out, and put in a lift as flimsy as a 
bird cage which still works today. Lord Hardinge replaced the 
front gates when he heard that his King Emperor was coming to 
town. The ladies of the household were no less interested in their 
direction of the grounds. According to Emily Eden, it was Lady 
Amherst who started the splendid garden, though Lady Bentinck, 
coming close behind her, had everything uprooted withui the 
first week because she thought flowers unwholesome. The Eden 
sisters recovered this lost territory when their brother Lord 
Auckland was in command and added a fish pond for good 
measure. Lady Mayo started planting trees. Lady Lytton in¬ 
stalled a swimming pool and, by the time dear Lady Dufferin 
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arrived, there wasn’t much left for her to do except to suggest a 
tennis court. 

From this building were sovereign and imperial rights exer¬ 
cised over a people who had grown to 300 millions, a fifth of the 
world’s population, by the start of the twentieth century. The 
men who exercised that right generally believed that in the whole 
hierarchy of British Empire they and their position were second 
only to the imperial monarch, not excepting the British Prime 
Minister himself. Sir Herbert Kitchener was so cast down when 
Lord Hardinge got the nod he thought should have been his, 
that he went into hiding for ten days to conceal his disappoint¬ 
ment. Apart from their aspirations and their belief in the recti¬ 
tude of their rule, they were a mixed bunch of men. They could 
be as arrogant as Lord Amherst, who never moved from one room 
of Government House to another without being preceded by a 
column of mace bearers and who, during morning exercise on 
the Maidan, would not suffer his wife to approach closer than 
his horse’s backside. They could be as homely as Sir John Law¬ 
rence, who used to work stripped to his collarless shirt with 
slippers on his feet, who preferred rambling through a bazaar to 
attending the races (he even declined to present the Viceroy’s 
Cup), and who would continue to play croquet on his lawn long 
after dark, when great crowds would gather to watch him by 
lamplight through his railings. They could be as genuinely loved 
by their subjects as Lord Canning, who ruled during the detest¬ 
able years of the Mutiny and after and of whose departure the 
normally caustic Girish Chandra Ghosh could even then write: 
‘If India grieved at the loss of one who had proved himself so 
worthy to rule, it rejoiced on the other hand at the presence in 
England of a friend whose mature judgement and intimate 
acquaintance with local politics, feelings and requirements, 
would at all times offer Her Majesty’s Government a true 
criterion by which to settle Indian questions.’ A Viceroy might be 
as effectively nonconformist as Lord Lytton, who set up a famine 
control scheme and who startled the exclusive society of Simla 
by smoking dgarettes between courses at dinner. Or he might 
be as thic^y imperious as Curzon himself, who wrecked almost 
every good thing that had preceded him with one insufferable 
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assessment of his situation the moment he arrived, and who was 
himself startled to discover that guests at his levees would stuff 
their podcets with his cigars and his cigarettes before bidding him 
good night. A Viceroy could be as thrifty as Lord Lansdowne, 
who told his successor Hardinge that he had managed to save 
£20,000 out of his salary of £16,700 per annum. A Viceroy 
could eventually be remembered less for what he had done than 
for the guests he had entertained in Calcutta. 

Such is the plight of the banker-Viceroy Lord Northbrook, a 
Baring who happened to be an old friend of the Queen’s former 
tutor, Edward Lear. Notwithstanding his own imperial connec¬ 
tions, Lear shocked British Indian society during his fourteen- 
month tour round the country because he brought a white man 
with him as servant (to whom General Palmer politely passed the 
cake at tea one afternoon, as he did to everyone else at the 
reception). Lear was not himself much impressed by the British 
of Calcutta. He mentally divided them into Cummerbundians 
and non-Cummerbundians, let it be known that he preferred 
Tolly’s Nullah to ChowTinghee, thought the main staircase of 
his lodging and its mutilated sphinxes preposterously magnifi¬ 
cent, not to say awful, and immortalized Government House and 
its contents as Hustlefussabad. People were always dropping in at 
Government House. Young Winston Churchill spent days on 
end shut up in a room along the South-east wing, writing The 
River Wear about the Omdurman Campaign; and, having occa¬ 
sionally ventured forth into this reception or that, he would 
report back to Mama in London that ‘Calcutta is full of 
supremely uninteresting people endeavouring to assume an air 
of heartiness suitable to the season’. The visitors continued to 
come even when Government House had been relegated to pro¬ 
vincial status with the departure of the Viceroys to New Delhi. 
George Mallory stayed here before making his first attempt to 
climb Everest in 1922. Noel Coward strolled in while he was 
entertaining troops in Calcutta during the last war; and, having 
been taken on the obligatory tour of the establisliment by his 
host, paused amidst the Caesars, swept the gallery with an ap¬ 
praising and thoughtful eye, and murmured - only half to him¬ 
self - ‘Pokey place’. 
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Vicero3rs and their staffs were always dropping out whenever 
the weather became too impossible, after Lord Bentincfc decided 
that Simla was a better place for summer imperialism. Gladly 
they would forsake the Calcutta of Codde’s Pills (for dysentery) 
and interminable subscriptions (for the sake of appearances) and 
take to the healthier hills; though Curzon was to reckon that 
never in his life had he been fitter than during his Viceregal years 
in spite of a recurrent pain in his leg and an intermittently nag¬ 
ging toothache. But at Simla you could enjoy polo at 8,000 ft, 
and wander round a perfectly adequate Viceregal Lodge whose 
rose garden and herbaceous borders had been first organized by 
Lady Minto. You took your very strict sense of courtesies with 
you, of course, including all the people involved in the sixty-three 
official ranks of precedence, which started with the Viceroy, 
finished with the superintendent of a telegraph workshop, and 
had the Archdeacon of Calcutta neatly inserted between a 
brigadier-general and the Tea Controller for India. You also, by 
and by, had to put up with a great deal of criticism from the 
British who remained in Calcutta, who believed that the nation’s 
government was not being effectively conducted unless it was 
being conducted where it could be effectively lobbied. Many a 
Viceregal heart must have been heavy when the time came each 
autumn to strike camp in Simla and return to the dty, to those 
awful levees where you had to shake 1,900 hands and make 1,900 
little bows before you could even moisten your lips on the first 
cocktail of the evening, where you had to walk 250 yards to get 
from your own room to your daughter’s, and where you might 
be required to endure the more pungent parts of Calcutta once 
or twice a year, like the student hostel attached to the university, 
because you had scarcely been able to refuse the appointment of 
Rector when it was obediently offered you. 

Most of the Viceroys survived all ffiis well enough to enjoy 
an authority in the House of Lords and a stately pension in 
Gloucestershire or elsewhere. But Elgin died here and so did 
Lady Canning, as well as a couple of Governors of reformed 
Bengal, while Mayo, whose agricultural policies were among 
the better Viceregal fingerprints laid on India, was assassinated 
on a visit to the Andaman Islands. The rest came and went. 
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leaving Government House and its st^ to be slightly modified 
by the whims of the next man. And eventually this too became 
part of India's legacy, to be translated at once into the Raj 
Bhavan, but still to be maintained with a staff of liveried flun¬ 
keys and to be occupied lately by a Hindu but non-Bengali 
Governor of West Bengal, whose son was simultaneously presid¬ 
ing over the Union in the University of Cambridge. 

Raj Bhavan is not the only building in Calcutta that looks 
distinctly familiar to a visiting Englishman, who may find him¬ 
self wondering where he has seen the outline of that large church 
before, the one just across the road from the Victoria Memorial. 
The answer is that the church is Calcutta Cathedral (another St 
Paul’s, as it happens) and that the tower is a painstaking copy of 
the Bell Harry at Canterbury, which the Primate of All England 
knows so well. The walls, moreover, have something of Norwich 
Cathedra] about them, and there are bits and pieces of decora¬ 
tion (a capital here, a pinnacle there) which might set some vague 
old ecclesiologist to thinking that perhaps the master masons of 
York Minster had wandered rather farther afield than he had 
supposed. There is a West window by Burne-Jones and, indeed, 
once you get inside Calcutta Cathedral it would be possible to 
lose yourself in a reverie which persuaded you that you were now 
meditating in some splendid wool church of the Cotswolds rather 
than an outpost of God’s Empire on the Tropic of Cancer. One 
thing, however, soon dispels hallucination. For the wide white 
roof, with its moulded Tudor roses all shining with gilt, is par¬ 
tially obscured by the network of ironmongery necessary for the 
suspension of forty-six great fans one after the other above 
the choir and the nave; which has never been known to happen 
anywhere in the see of Gloucester. There are other churches in 
the city even more eerily imitative than this. Both St John’s and 
St Andrew’s, the first just behind Dalhousie Square, the other 
on one of its comers, could quite easily have come from the 
drawing boards of a Wren, a Gibbs, possibly a Hawksmoor; re¬ 
fined and elegant exercises in Anglo-Greek architecture on the 
outside, they contain galleries, fonts, lecterns and reredoses just 
like ffiose you have seen only a few wedcs ago on the edge of 
Trafalgar Square or somewhere just past the Bank of England. 
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The secular has been cribbed as freely as the sacred. The most 
marvellous bartering place in Calcutta is Sir Stuart Hogg*s old 
New Market, just behind Chowringhee. For almost a century it 
has been possible to obtain here practically all that imagination 
could conceivably want to buy. You can get anything between 
dangling charms from a Tibetan stall and a baby crocodile from 
the adjacent bird and animal mart - though you need a very 
strong stomach and preferably no sense of smell if you are going 
to patronize that. As you approach the New Market you also do 
well to select the first porter who rushes up to you with a basket, 
for if you think you can purchase and then carry one packet of 
liver salts yourself without assistance, you are liable to move 
around with an entourage of half a dozen basketeers, all negotiat¬ 
ing quite fiercely for a temporary position on your payroll. All 
of this - the demanding porters, the purposeful memsahibs, the 
small boys who offer you blandishments with their trade - is 
housed under one long and very rambling roof. Without the 
local colour, these interminable rows of stalls, this endless maze 
of small shops, would be scarcely distinguishable from the 
Grainger Market in Newcastle, the Pannier Market in Barnstaple 
and the covered daily markets to be found in any self-respecting 
town from one side of Lancashire to the other of Yorkshire. They 
even have a clock-tower by the entrance to the New Market 
which is so completely Northcountry Victorian, with stone but¬ 
tressed corners, Gothic louvres piercing the red brickwork, a 
steep slate roof above the dial which is then topped by a lighming 
conductor surrounded by a small iron fence, that many people 
have supposed some Anglophile Maharajah transported it once, 
brick by brick from Huddersfield, like a rich American taking an 
obscure fancy of his ovrai across the Atlantic. Which is not the 
case, any more than it happened that someone once brought 
Calcutta High Court over from Belgium. For that great bastion 
of Gothic, with its files of pinnacles doing sentry duty along the 
roof and its columns ornamented with Caen stone capitals, each 
subtly different from its neighbours, bears such a dose resemb¬ 
lance to the Staad-Haus of Ypres that the two buildings are now 
linked in legendary fashion. It is said that when the Belgians lost 
their Town Hall by bombardment during the Great War they 
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immediately sought the plans of Calcutta High Court so that they 
might rebuild their original faultlessly > though no one can ever 
lead you to the source of this stimulating myth. 

There is nothing at all fanciful about the origins of Calcutta’s 
most suggestive buildings. Most of them were designed as a 
military operation, by officers of the Bengal Engineers. Apart 
from Emerson’s Victoria Memorial the most notable exceptions 
are the High Court and the General Post Office, which both 
came from Walter Granville, Architect to the Government of 
India, and the Writers’ Building, whose architect was probably 
Thomas Lyon, a former carpenter who had come out to work 
on the construction of the new Fort William. It was quite cus¬ 
tomary for young Sappers to put up the odd public edifice in the 
growing years of the Raj, even though their professional equip¬ 
ment was minimal. Permanent buildings were not beginning to 
rise in Calcutta until about the last thirty years of the eighteenth 
century, and by then the Company as well as the regular Army 
was giving its engineers some basic training before leaving for 
India. Once in Calcutta, however, they usually had only their 
notebooks to guide them, together with a handful of standard 
architectural works like Vitruvius Britannicus, The Antiquities of 
Athens and A Book of Architecture which James Gibbs had pub¬ 
lished in 1728, just after finishing St Martin’s-in-the-Fields. It 
was this last volume, with its plans of the London church, that 
aUowed Lieutenant Agg to design St John’s as he did half a 
century later. Captain Wyatt, who was a nephew of the profes¬ 
sional British architect James Wyatt, was able to imitate 
Kcdleston Hall so well when Wellesley invited ideas (and selected 
Wyatt’s plans for Government House in preference to those of 
the Company’s Italian architect Edward Tiretta) because the 
ardiitect of Kedleston, James Paine, had published his drawings 
in Plans, elevations and sections of Noblemen's and Gentlemen's 
houses in 1783. Having absorbed this, having copied it carefully, 
and having finished his splendid Government House in 1803, 
Wyatt went home with money in his pur^ and became the mp 
for Sudbury. 

His superior officer Colonel Garstin was by then designing 
the Town Hall to Doric specifications, though with rather less 

C.-13 
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success; shortly after its opening the front portico collapsed, 
somewhat later the ballroom floor began to spring and the whole 
structure had to be overhauled, which caused Sir Charles D’Oyly 
(sometime opium agent up at Patna, always an amateur artist 
and now gentleman about Chowringhee) to write a mocking 
little verse that would have come well out of a production much 
later on by his family’s light opera company. Soldiers, however, 
take these things as they come, and Major Forbes was proceeding 
with his plans for the Mint, which was so strikingly impressive 
that he was commissioned to design the Cathedral after it. The 
Mint, naturally, was a copy as well. Its portico was nothing less 
than a half-size replica of Minerva’s Temple in Athens. Every¬ 
thing in Calcutta was derivative. The gates of Government House 
were a miaed reproduction of those belonging to Syon House in 
Middlesex and Wilton in Wiltshire; the Turf Club’s frontage 
could have been seen before by anyone acquainted with West 
Wycombe Park; many of the handsome town houses now going 
up carried obvious traces of John Na^ and his terraces round 
Regent’s Park; people were even having open fireplaces in¬ 
stalled. 

What the original artists in the city thought of all this we can 
only guess from the occasional oblique hint they dropped; the 
Daniells wrote that 'The streets are spacious, and from the diver¬ 
sity of European and Oriental manners present a scene of in¬ 
exhaustible variety and amusement’; which perhaps meant build¬ 
ings as much as people, but it wouldn’t do to laugh too loudly 
in Calcutta’s face, for she was a considerable source of patronage 
to painters at the time; though, curiously, they seem to have 
vanished by 1836. Emily Eden remarks that by then there is 
only one professional in town, and he is capable of nothing better 
than a second-rate sort of sign-post; it was one reason for her own 
prolific output. The first to discover what a wealth of prospects 
lay here was Tilly Kettle, who arrived in time to be empanelled 
on the jury at Nuncomar’s trial and whose work is frequently 
confused with that of Sir Joshua Reynolds.* After him came 

* Even the National Portrait Gallery in London catalogues a painting of 
Warren Hastings by Kettle and attributes it on postcards to Reynolds. 
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William Hodges, recently zetumed as artist aboard the Resolution 
on Cook’s second voyage to the pacific. It was Hodges who 
tipped off his old friend John Zoffany to catch the first boat to 
the Hooghly. 

Zoffany was a glittering character who had started life as a 
cabinet maker in Prague, who called himself Sir John at this 
stage (with the uncertain permission of George III), who had 
earlier been dubbed *the Baron’ by Marie Therfese of Austria, and 
who had just been making himself a reputation for portraiture in 
London, particularly among the theatrical acquaintances of 
David Garrick. As soon as he reached Calcutta in 1783 he found 
the Nabobs falling over themselves to sit for him. He would 
rarely paint a solitary individual, for his nose for profit was as 
sharp as anyone else’s in the city and he charged Rs 1,000 for 
every figure on his canvas, usually finding himself much too 
busy to oblige anything less than a family group unless someone 
very important like Impey or Hastings approached him. His 
paintings are therefore generally well-crowded comp)ositions, and 
they were sometimes a means of settling scores, for 2^ffany was a 
quarrelsome man. He excelled himself when the Reverend Tally- 
Ho Johnson and the Vestry of St John’s commissioned him to 
paint The Last Supper to hang behind their altar. Zoffany had 
lately been bickering with a Mr Pauli, a Company official, and 
now he made him into Judas. A Mr Blaquiere, a police magis¬ 
trate of effeminate good looks whose hostility to Christianity was 
notorious in the town, appeared as St John the Divine. Christ 
was represented by Father Parthenio, a Greek priest of Calcutta, 
in what seems to have been a mark of approval. The Vestry, after 
much testy debate, finally settled with Zoffany for Rs 2,500 
when the painting was worth at least three times the amount at 
his current rates. 

The Daniells were more assiduous than colourful. Thomas 
Daniell had been a bricklayer’s labourer who learned to varnish 
carriages when he was later apprenticed to a coach builder. He 
also learned to paint and by the time he was twenty-three the 
Royal Academy had accepted one of his flower pieces. When his 
brother died he agreed to look after nephew William, and thus 
the famous partnership began. WiUiam was only fifteen when 
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Daniells received the Company’s permission, in 1784, to sail for 
India to make engravings of this fabulous land. They arrived two 
years later, by way of China, and they at once opened a sub¬ 
scription list in Calcutta for a dozen aquatints of the city by 
Thomas. William’s part in the enterprise was to fetch and carry, 
to operate the camera obscura and to make simple sketches, 
though eventually he was to become an artist in his own right; 
Thomas was made a Royal Academician in 1799 and William 
twenty-three years later. For almost ten years they travelled all 
over India, sketching steadily as they went, and they produced 
hundreds of landscapes, from the Himalayas to Ceylon. Some¬ 
times they slipped themselves into a composition, riding on a 
horse or in a palanquin or sitting by their drawing board while 
an Indian servant held a large umbrella over them; but they never 
allowed themselves to be more than tmy figures in a landscape, a 
device to establish its scale. No other place on the sub-continent 
was as thoroughly pictured by them as Calcutta; it is largely be¬ 
cause of the Daniells that we know what the city looked like at 
the end of the eighteenth century. 

Ironically, while men in the Indian capital were building in 
the styles of Europe, their counterparts in England were begin¬ 
ning to create follies in the native idioms of India. Sometimes 
they had served in the East; invariably they had been stimulated 
by the now celebrated Daniell prints; and from time to time they 
would ask Thomas Daniell what he thought about this or that 
project they were planning. He was consulted by Sir John 
Osborne, formerly Colonel of the Nawab of Oudh’s Light Infan¬ 
try Battalion, about a garden temple in honour of Mr Hastings 
(who was to be represented as an incarnation of Vishnu) at Mel- 
chet Park in Hampshire, and Thomas eventually supplied the 
designs. He was consulted by Sir Charles Cockerell, who had 
just come home from Calcutta with a fortune after some years 
as the Company’s Postmaster there, about his new mansion at 
Sezincote in Gloucestershire, for which Daniell designed a garden 
temple, grottoes, fountains, a bridge and an ornamental pool. 
The Prince Regent was so impressed by this work when he 
visited Sezincote that he drew the attention of his own architect, 
William Porden, to Daniell’s prints and designs; a by-product 
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of this encounter was the Dome at Brighton, and probably the 
whole of the Royal Pavilion there, though Daniell was'un¬ 
moved by John Nash’s major part in the work. 

The Victoria Memorial is well stocked with Daniell prints, 
and occasionally some ludky fellow manages to unearth one 
among the secondhand bookshops of College Street. In the High 
Court you may inspect Zoffany’s portrait of Sir Elijah Impey, a 
portly figure in a red robe, with a blue cummerbund and with 
his right hand raised in a kind of archiepiscopal blessing. The 
Vestry of St John’s eventually had to shift *The Last Supper* 
from behind the altar, where it was being attacked by rising 
damp, to the Lady Chap>el, and there poor Mr Pauli still is, fixed 
forever as Judas, sitting at the front of the table with a hand 
reflectively on his chin, looking very sinister and plotting. And 
these are only two of the imperial ghosts that are apt to haunt you 
at almost every turn in Calcutta. 

Cross Dalhousie Square after finding (if you can) the tablet 
marking the Black Hole, and you run into the Great Eastern 
Hotel, where the businessmen mustered their unnecessary vigi¬ 
lantes during the non-existent local Mutiny; and where Rudyard 
Kipling stayed while he sent those despatches back to the Civil 
and Military Gazette about the work of the Hooghly pilots and 
the night he spent in Calcutta with the police vice squad, when 
he observed Dainty Iniquity and Fat Vice at their accommodat¬ 
ing trade. Go shopping in the New Market: if you take one side 
street to it off Chowringhee you pass a tailor’s shop which still 
mounts an impressive coat of arms above its doorway ‘By ap¬ 
pointment to the Marquis of Linlithgow’; if you take the only 
other approach you pass the Empire Cinema, which may be 
showing Blow Hot^ Blow Cold! this week, but which is where 
Harry Lauder once performed, not to mention Anna Pavlova, 
Marie Tempest, Matheson Lang and Dame Clara Butt; and 
where, according to one local historian, ‘as a frightened amateur 
Merle Oberon stared across the footlights’. Follow Chowringhee 
to its conclusion beyond the Racecourse and you run into the 
Seth Sukhlal Kamani Memorial Hospital, which was once the 
Presidency General, where you can see a small pink-washed hut 
which is now used as a dump for unwanted hospital junk. 
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Malaria was finally defeated in diet hut, when it was a labora¬ 
tory, and on the hospital gates they have fixed a plaque with the 
verse that Ronald Ross composed to celebrate his triumph: 

This day relenting God 
Hath placed within my hand 
A wondrous thing; and God 
Be praised, at his command. 

Seeking his secret deeds 
With tears and toiling breath, 

I find thy cunning seeds 
O million-murdering death. 

I know this little thing 
A myriad men will save. 

O death where is thy sting 
And Victory, O grave? 

Not half a mile away, just inside the Corinthian portico of the 
District Magistrate’s House on the banks of Tolly’s Nullah, a 
pair of swords are crossed above the front door and there is an 
inscription on each lintel. The one on the left says *Sir Philip 
Francis lived here 1774-1780’. That on the right says ‘William 
Thackeray the novelist also lived here during infancy 1812-15*; 
and so he did, being sent home to England at the age of six, 
having been bom where the Armenian College now stands, of 
parents who were married in St John’s, of a father who was 
Secretary to the Board of Revenue. 

The most haimted place of all is the old cemetery in Park 
Street, where ghosts began to accumulate from August 1767, 
when the sick season of the year was getting under way. Such 
was the mortality rate of Calcutta, so grandiose the habits of the 
British, even when they were burying their dead, that it is only 
just possible for a lugubriously sacred cow to squeeze between 
the tombs today, to get at the odd tuft of grass - as three or four 
always seem to be doing, whenever you pass - while mangy dogs 
nose the rubble and a refugee family cooks a meal in the shade 
of the first mausoleum on the right. The Old Jewish Cemetery 
in Prague is probably the only one in the world more congested 
with cc^pses than Park Street, for there the grave slabs slope 
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sometimes one on top of the other; here the dead merely lie dust 
to dust, but the mood of Park Street is one of much greater 
claustrophobia, for scarcely a grave is without a monument quite 
four feet tall, and most are higher. Richard Barwell’s wife, the 
entrancing Miss Sanderson that was, lies under the tallest, a 
twenty-foot pyramid which was copied from the even larger one 
that marks the end of Cams Cestius at the Porta Paolo in Rome. 
The whole cemetery is spiky with pyramids. Where there is a 
gap between pyramids it is filled with a block of masonry whose 
pedimented roof is level with your head. Or else it is occupied 
by a temple whose columns rise to twice a man’s height. And all 
with their plastered surfaces flaking off and lying crumbled at 
your feet, with their slabs lurching tipsily, with weeds prising 
them apart, sad and heavily decayed relics which are now pie¬ 
bald with exposed brickwork and lingering cement. 

It is difficult to read the inscriptions on many, so worn and 
demolished are they by a century or two of Calcutta’s weather; 
but one or two can still be picked out, together with crossed 
swords, gun-barrels, trumpets, banners, scythes, arrows, torches, 
hour glasses and other funereal symbols of imperial mortality. Job 
Charnock is missing, of course; he enjoys an even larger mauso¬ 
leum than any here (though nearly as dilapidated) in the church¬ 
yard of St John’s. But General Clavering was brought to Park 
Street, after his fruitless plotting against Hastings. So was 
Colonel Pearse, who was the Governor-General’s second in his 
duel with Francis. So was Lady Anne Monson, of royal blood 
and high reputation at the whist table, whose coffin was carried 
to the cemetery gates by Hastings and Francis among others, 
where it was handed to six ladies of gentle birth, who bore it the 
rest of its way to the grave. And somewhere among these melan¬ 
choly surroundings lie Walter Savage Landor’s old sweetheart 
and William Thackeray’s father and Walter Bagehot’s father-in- 
law and Fanny Burney’s half-brother and sons of Charles 
thickens and Captain Cook. Yet the saddest graves of all in Park 
Street Cemetery are those of the men and sometimes women who 
had astonishingly survived half a lifetime in Calcutta, who set 
^>ail for England and retirement, who died somewhere just out at 
sea, and who were brought bade by sons and daughters carrying 
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on the family tradition of helping to rule India; or who, if they 
had got as far as Aden, as happened now and then, were dumped 
overboard and fondly memoralized with an um and a tablet in 
the middle of diese rotting pyramids. 

Some things the British started here are more deeply embedded 
in Calcutta than any of their buildings, caste marks that will 
still be visible when the cemetery as well as its contents is reduced 
to dust and when the Victoria Memorial is no more than a 
crumbled ruin. And, alas, no one can say with any certainty that 
these will include our vaunted rule of law, for that has been 
oozing out of Calcutta for quite a while now; no one can even 
be sure that its government by a parliament will endure, for 
twice within the past few years this has been dissolved by the 
order of a higher authority. The most lasting legacy of the Raj 
may well be a stamp which almost every other Bengali in Cal¬ 
cutta carries around with him every day of his life. Bengali names 
are very often not Bengali names at all, but some dilution of the 
original made by the first British, who were unable or unwilling 
to wrap their alien tongues round it Mukherjee and its thirteen 
commonplace and Anglicized variants ought properly to be ren¬ 
dered as Mukhopadhyaya when transliterated from its native 
script; Chatterjee should be Chattopadhyaya (you can see just 
where that sweating Company man gave up in exasperation and 
said ‘For God’s sake, let’s call it —jee’). A handful of proud 
Bengalis insist on the purist version even when they find it 
necessary - as they so often do in India’s linguistic labyrinth - to 
communicate it in English. There are some nominations to be 
found in this part of the world much less defensible than those. 

No student of British India who gets as far as Calcutta should 
ever fail to go down to Gopalpur-on-sea. It lies about four hun¬ 
dred miles South on the coast of Orissa, in the country of 
temples to the Lord Jagannath (which the British, of course, 
turned into Juggernaut; and, indeed, there is something cumber- 
somely unstoppable about the great chariot upon which the god 
is trundled out during his festival each year). To get to 
Gopalpur-on-sea you take the overnight train to Madras from 
Howrah Station, and well-wishers beforehand are likely to insist 
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that you lock your compartment, once safely inside; twelve years 
ago, Mummy's cousin forgot to and she was beheaded by dacoits 
in the middle of the night. Long before Madras, you reach what 
must once have been the most genteel watering place East of 
Fnnton-on-sca, which in some ways Gopalpur still resembles. 
This is where some of the British took their annual hols from 
the confinements of the city; Mr Nehru himself used to come 
here occasionally, and today rising Indian executives follow in 
those imperial footsteps from Calcutta to dear old Gopalpur. 
They stay, for the most part, in the posh Palm Beach Hotel, the 
only thing in Gopalpur which is not now distinctly sad and 
failing. The tourist brochures may insist that Gopalpur is *set like 
a precious stone beside the creamy blue of the sea’ but it has 
become, except for its short annual holiday season, a ghost town 
where fisherfolk barely subsist beside the Bay of Bengal. 

Once there were twenty-seven flourishing boarding houses 
here, served and waited upon and victualled by 160 Anglo- 
Indian families. Now there is only Ocean View, Christopher 
Lodge, Colbon House and Sea View, with no more than twenty- 
four Anglo-Indians to maintain them. These do their best still to 
make the lodgings like a home from home, as every landlady 
the British Empire ever produced always has tried to. In Ocean 
House there is a typewritten sheet behind a bedroom door which 
says ‘We are not responsible for anything done without our 
knowledge’ and ‘No anti-social or unlawful things are allowed 
here’. In tlie dining room there is a much larger notice which 
says ‘Silence*, and which you also have to yourself. The street 
outside, like all the streets in Gopalpur-on-sea, is adrift with 
:>and which has blown up from the beach fifty yards away, leav¬ 
ing only a small channel of cracked tarmacadam for pedestrians 
in between its shallow banks. The sand has drifted up to and 
inside The Anchorage and Wroxham House and all the other 
old boarding houses, where the paint has peeled in the blistering 
‘'Un and where everything is gently subsiding into the earth from 
which it sprang. It whirls in miniature storms round the wreck¬ 
age of one building whose two marble gateposts, the only things 
there not yet collapsed or tottering, bear the inscriptions ‘Ralph 
N. Moore’ and ‘Blue Haven 1938*. 
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The beach still makes all this i;?dl worthwhile, however, for 
it is long and deep and you can laze on it while the Oriya fisher¬ 
men, wearing curious pointed hats which help them (so they say) 
to cleave the water more easily when they have to swim, struggle 
to launch their boats through the surf and the powerful under¬ 
tow. So strong is the inshore current along this coast that it is 
usual for swimming boys - who are very full-grown men - to 
offer their services as lifeguards when they sec you proposing to 
take a dip. At Gopalpur-on-sea, the swimming boy who presses 
himself most engagingly upon you is in his mid-forties, with a 
wife and five children. He is very dark, as Oriyas are, he wears a 
rag round his head, for their sun is desperately fierce, and he 
brandishes and cracks like a whip the long thin tail of a sting ray 
he has caught, which he would like to sell you, for he is also very 
poor. He is a mixture of shyness and eagerness; he is a diffident 
chatterer. You ask him his name and he grins very widely, bob¬ 
bing his head to the side as he does. It is, he says, Nancy Boy 
Number Five. And you can believe him. You can even visualize 
its conception one night on the verandah of Ocean House, in the 
mindless inspiration of some imperial manager with his origins 
in Braintree and his office just behind Dalhousie Square. 

Now and then, in Calcutta, the English language can be 
turned back upon its begetters by Indians who can manipulate it 
as skilfully as any descendant of Lord Macaulay. You can be 
watching the documentary film The Rise and Fall of the Third 
Reich in one of Chowringhec’s cinemas one night. As that stand¬ 
ard shot of Dunkirk comes onto the screen, with the troops wad¬ 
ing through the water to get to the boats, after some stirring com¬ 
mentary from the sound track an unmistakably Indian voice in 
the row behind murmurs ‘Good show*; and it is quite impossible 
to tell, from the inflexion or the tone, whether its owner is identi¬ 
fying himself with the British and their sturdy retreat, or whether 
he is mocking them as deftly as any young satirist fresh from the 
Cambridge Footlights. 

There are other British caste marks. In spite of the large 
majority of British names upon the roll of lay officers at St Paul's 
Cathedral (they dominate the Indian names by thirteen to six) an 
average congregation there consists of many more Indians than 
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British. Nevertheless, both Matins and Evensong are otherwise 
quite indistinguishable from those of the Church equivocal at 
home. The choir sings the Nunc Dimittis with a tonic harmony 
that His Grace of York would applaud. As the fans whirr and 
click overhead, the four Indian sidesmen advance upon the altar 
with the collection in the same slightly embarrassed, carefully in 
step, all rolling together manner of the English parish churches. 
During Lent in 1970 the priest in the cathedral pulpit, who was 
also Indian, produced a sermon one Sunday of impeccably 
Anglican felicity. He spoke of marvellous concepts like ‘to love is 
to make the unlovable, lovable*. He did it under a text entitled 
‘The relevance of Christ’s Cross to the Teacher in Calcutta*. 
Somehow he managed to preach on this theme for twenty 
minutes without once mentioning either Calcutta or anything 
that had ever happened there. You can discover many such atti¬ 
tudes, all of them at odds with their situation and some of them 
slightly sinister. At approximately the same time as that sermon 
was preached, there was a train crash in Australia which killed 
fifteen people and injured thirty more. It was reported by The 
Statesman in what journalists call a box or a panel, a setting of 
bold type to catdi the reader’s eye better than any surrounding 
story, and this box was placed high on the front page. It is pos¬ 
sible that as many people died on the street of starvation and 
undernourishment the night before, within a mile of the news¬ 
paper’s office, though if so the loss was unrecorded. Perhaps no¬ 
thing other than this can be expected in a city which still includes 
twenty-three telephone subscribers beginning with the word 
‘Empire* and another thirty-nine beginning with the word ‘Im¬ 
perial*. Where a few letter boxes may still be caught out with an 
imperial cipher on them. Whose Ambassador cars and taxis, the 
only such vehicles produced in India are, beneath their Birla 
monopoly, to all intents and purposes the 1957 Morris Oxford 
model. Which runs every year at its Racecourse a Calcutta 
Derby, a Calcutta St Leger and a Calcutta Oaks. Whose most 
revolutionary elCTients frequent a Coffee House which they 
themselves have nicknamed the House of Lords. 

The sponsors of all these manifestations are beleaguered in 
Calcutta now, but that is because they are rich much more than 
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it is because they are British. They do not have an insulation of 
Anglo-Indians between them and the natives any more and the 
Anglo-Indians have totally isolated problems of their own. No 
longer patronized by their old masters, they are nervous of what 
they suppose (even when it is not evident) is hostility brewing 
among their old inferiors. The Bengalis do, in fact, generally call 
them Firinghi, which means foreigners. And the daughter of a 
Bengali family which is highly self-conscious in its generally 
cultivated ways can be heard producing a wicked imitation of an 
Anglo-Indian girl in her class, the point of which is completely 
that she is not as others in school are. So the Anglo-Indians tend 
to sigh at the thought of Auntie, who managed to secure a foot¬ 
hold in Bayswater or Notting Hill Gate before the British decided 
that not even half-caste chee-chees (or Eurasians, as milord Hast¬ 
ings would more scrupulously have called them) were welcome 
on their doorstep any more. They wonder what the chances now 
are of finding sanctuary in Australia, which is said to be allowmg 
a few in. They cling fiercely, where they are able, to the posi¬ 
tions of responsibility they managed to retain when the Raj 
abandoned them; like the police officer whose moustache is 
waxed to a pair of pinpoints, whose jackboots are burnished with 
blacking, whose eyes are invisible behind very dark glasses and 
who tells you that the boot and the baton are the best thing for a 
lot of these people; by which he means the full-blooded citizens 
of Calcutta; and he thwacks his own boots smartly with his cane 
by way of emphasis. 

In a city where it is possible to telephone London only between 
10.45 in the morning and 9.30 at night, the British must some¬ 
times feel even more beleaguered than they actually are. They 
have been dwindling in number quite rapidly this past year or two; 
a large proportion of their post-war, post-Independence popula¬ 
tion decided to call it a day when the rupee was devalued in 1966; 
by 1968 only 2,000 of them remained on the books of the High 
Commission; by the beginning of 1970 these had shrunk to 
1,3;o, though there are possibly a few more than that who have 
never bothered to sign themselves in. The British are thus re¬ 
duced to roughly the same number of people as were here a few 
years before the Black Hole happened. / 
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You get a queer feeling sometimes that they may not have 
changed very much in those two centuries. A small number 
swivel round the British Council, decently if rather earnestly 
interested in Bengali culture. A handful of women take care of 
everybody's conscience by doing whatever they can to help 
Mother Teresa in her various works of charity. But these do not 
represent the general flavour of the British in Calcutta. The 
general flavour tends towards the pursuit of tigers in the Sun- 
darbans and wild pigs around Meerut for the exceedingly rich, 
towards golf at Tollygunge for the merely wealthy and towards 
the Racecourse for almost everyone. It includes the Vintage Car 
Rally, mounted each year by The Statesman, by no means an 
exclusively British occasion, in which someone’s Delauney Belle¬ 
ville from Ballygunge will be competing with a 1914 Humbrette 
which has lumbered over from Lucknow and a 1913 Model T 
Ford which has rolled down from Shillong. For those who have 
been in India since before the war, or who are over forty, it 
usually means being deeply involved in the meetings and collec¬ 
tive attitudes of Calcutta’s branch of the United Kingdom 
Citizens Association. 

This started life as the European and Anglo-Indian Defence 
Association, and under that name it was founded to defend the 
position of the white and the rather off-white when Lord Ripon’s 
Ilbcrt Bill threatened to put darker men on equal terms in the 
courts of law. One of its members will tell you quietly that it 
really exists to organize the entry of duty-free booze and to speed 
the passage of remittances to and from England, with an obe 
each year almost guaranteed to the chap who’s iust served as 
President. A recent President, quite naturally, saw it more impor¬ 
tantly as something ‘to enable the British community in India 
to speak with one voice’; to which he added that ‘We have a 
great stake in this country and it is inevitable that for many 
years yet, British Nationals will continue to come to India, albeit 
on short-term basis, to supervise the administration resulting 
from that investment*. Then he went on to tell that attentive 
audience of compatriots in the Bengal Club of the progress made 
by their lobby at Westminster and its efforts to obtain some 
Government relief in the high cost of educating, at British board- 
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ing schools, the children of those Great Britons who were spend¬ 
ing their working lives in India ('... our very sincere appreciation 
of the terrific amount of work undertaken by both Sir Percival 
Griffiths and Sir Ridgeby Foster in an endeavour to arrive at a 
solution to our very pressing problem’V The young expatriates, 
he sadly noted, were not nearly as interested in the UKC A as the 
old India hands. 

The young expatriates, smart young things in their mid or 
late twenties who would go down well in South Kensington, 
are too mobile by far to become involved in anything as static 
as the UKC A. They belong to British firms whose trading posts 
are strung across the world, so that they come to Calcutta full of 
talk about the Sudan, or Rhodesia, where they’ve already spent 
three really super years; and before they’ve been in the city six 
months they are beginning to wonder what their chances might 
be of a posting next to Buenos Aires. They are Oxbridge almost 
to a man and wife, usually with one good Second between them, 
and their life in Calcutta inclines towards the Rowing Club or 
the Swimming Club. Even when they are not actually rowing or 
swimming in these establishments they are holding a dance there, 
planning or taking part in a revue there. 

When one of these young couples are about to leave the city 
at the end of the Indian tour, they are wont to throw a party on 
the Hooghly. They hire a small steamer, invite all their friends to 
share it with them for the day, load it to the gunwhales with 
booze and stride aboard with much loud merriment at the Swim¬ 
ming Club Jetty on Strand Road. The loudest of them, eye¬ 
catching in straw hat, Bermuda shorts, the deepest and most 
fashionable of sideburns, pauses before stepping off the jetty and 
assumes the utmost amazement. He is contemplating two or 
three hundred Indians who are bathing off the adjacent ghats. 
*I say,’ he shouts to his compatriots, ‘look at that bloody crowd.’ 
Then he raises his cine camera and proceeds to shoot the natives. 
Thereafter he spends his day downing one drink after another, 
never seeming to become more than slightly unsteady, while he 
flirts with every woman aboard except his wife. A mile or two 
downstream, when people have started to peel off their clothing 
to the decently minimum for sunbathing, three of these young 
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expatriate women, reduced to their bikinis, pretend to begin a 
strip routine by the rails for the especial benefit of half a dozen 
Indian boatmen who are just passing close by in a junk; and their 
gestures are as archly provocative as any that come out of the 
classier joints of Soho. They are well aware that the boatmen 
probably haven’t had a woman between them since their last 
visit to their home villages down in Orissa, six months or more 
ago. 

Yet these are not Wog-bashers by any old-fashioned defini¬ 
tion of the term. It is just that they have areas of blank incompre¬ 
hension or indifference. Two nights before, one of the couples 
have been talking sensitively about the Indians he knows in his 
work and the ones she patronizes once a week in her expeditions 
to the New Market; they have been discussing the terrible 
dilemma of every soft-hearted person in town who finds himself 
half-wanting to kick the umpteenth beggar child out of his path. 
Their bearer brings the coffee into the lounge after dinner, the 
cups rattling because an electric storm has been raging all night 
and it frightens him. She tells him to leave the washing up till 
morning, that he can go home now, at a quarter to midnight. 
You ask how far he has to go. Neither of them has any idea; 
they have never asked him where he lives. One doesn’t, it seems, 
in Calcutta. 

The same curious inconsistency is quite liable to happen in 
reverse. A pillar of the UKCA, a man of much money with that 
boarding school problem hanging unbearably upon his purse, 
behaves very badly indeed to his servants in front of his guests; 
he bawls at the first like an incompetent sergeant major and 
attends to the second with the exquisite courtesy of a colonel on 
ladies night in the mess. A few days later you surprise him at a 
piece of homework on his desk. He is painstakingly creating a 
book picturing the birds and animals of Bengal, with simple 
informative captions to each, which he is going to have printed 
at his own expense. He is then going to distribute copies at 
Christmas to the children of his many Indian employees. ‘Better 
they should feed on this,* he says briddy, ‘than be stuffed with a 
load of bloody Communist propaganda.* 

People like that man have generally been in India at least 
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since the war and frequently for a few years before it. They 
probably soldiered with the 4/1 oth Baluchis or some such regi¬ 
ment, and Johnny Gurkha is always a damn good chap to them, 
however lowly he might be. Or else they joined their old-estab¬ 
lished family firm in Calcutta after Oxbridge and National Ser¬ 
vice at the tail end of the war. Their homes are still palatial in 
scale and comfort, the residue of a century’s healthy profits. 
They may, both man and wife in their early forties, be running 
to unhealthy bulk themselves, though they ride for exercise 
most days and they are particularly keen on shikar, hunting the 
Bengal tiger whenever they can get away to their property down 
in the Sundarbans along the edge of the delta. Three of their 
children are at school in England, the fourth will soon be going, 
and the absentees come over to Calcutta whenever there is more 
than a week of school holidays to be spent; where the boys, who 
will also be gentlemen of substance one day, are called ‘darling* 
by their father and charged with mixing gins and tonic for the 
adults. They see quite a bit of their parents, one way and another, 
for Mummy and Daddy always manage to spend a couple of 
months each year at Home. It seems a very well settled, enor¬ 
mously rich existence, though Daddy confides that in Calcutta 
these days it is very difficult not to be cynical; and you can see 
what he means. ‘It’s virtually impossible,’ he says, ‘for anyone in 
this country to net over £2,000 a year’ because of the high Indian 
rates of taxation upon the wealthy. Then he goes off to business 
in the Mercedes, driven by his liveried chauffeur, leaving behind 
in the garage the ageing Jaguar, the recent Fiat and the stout and 
knockabout Landrover. 

Gone forever are the days when The Statesman's headlines 
would include 'Lancashire Fusiliers Survive* - which was no 
cause for great alarm, for it meant only that those artisan soldiers 
had managed to effect a goal-less draw with Wari Athletic on the 
Brigade Ground football pitch; an achievement, in the heat, 
quite equal to any regimental battle honours taken from Minden 
or Spion Kop. But at least once since Independence the pride of 
the British-Indians was restored to the high level of the glorious 
years of the Raj. In 1961, the Queen and her consort visited Cal¬ 
cutta. They were preceded, several weeks before, by their Com- 
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monwealth Secretary, Mr Duncan Sand3rs, who let it be known 
that he thought it an inspiring task to try to improve the con¬ 
ditions of the city*s slum dwellers. Mr Sandys had scarcely 
removed himself when the dty was visited by a cloud of locusts, 
five or six miles long in the sky, which was proceeding in roughly 
the same direction. The day after that the World Health Organi¬ 
zation reported that a major disaster threatened Calcutta unless 
there was an immediate solution to its water problem. Then Her 
Majesty arrived. 

There were twenty-five thousand people waiting when she 
flew into Dum-Dum, and though it was never likely that she 
would finish her journey in the Black Maria, as Bulganin and 
Khrushchev had done six years before, the Chief Minister of 
West Bengal kindly remarked when she reached the Raj Bhavan 
that he could not remember larger or more disciplined crowds 
in Calcutta. That night there was a reception in the former 
Government House, which must have been quite like the old 
days of Lord Curzon’s entertainments. A reporter wrote that ‘in 
a fairyland setting, 9,200 wide, glistening and intent eyes were 
fixed on the Queen, who was in pale blue net with a full skirt 
embroidered with silver roses and wearing a sparkling diamond 
tiara, a ruby and diamond necklace and a pair of earrings and 
bracelet to match*. Indian musicians performed a song by 
Tagore, whose first line translates as ‘In this world of dust of 
ours . . .’ Next morning the Queen and her Prince attended a 
service in the Cathedral, where the string quartet of the Oxford 
Mission out at Behala played ‘Sheep may safely graze*. In the 
afternoon they watdied Pa Bear win the Queen Elizabeth Cup at 
25 to I on the Racecourse. 

The rest of their time in Calcutta was in the same pattern. 
They dropped in at the Royal Calcutta Turf Club, They visited 
the National Agricultural Fair at Alipore. They met British 
children at a special reception for juvenile expatriates in the Raj 
Bhavan. They toured the Victoria Memorial, where two men 
were arrested for disorderly conduct. The Prince played polo. He 
and his wife did not see a jute mill in Howrah, as Bulganin and 
Khrushchev most carefully had. They went nowhere near any 
of Mr Sandys* inspiring bustees. Six years earlier, never one to 
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miss an opportunity, Khrushchev had told the people of Calcutta 
that there were countries which sucked the blood of other 
countries as leeches suck human blood. Her Britannic Majesty 
might well have agreed with him, seizing the chance to point out 
that such countries were to be found in the East as well as in the 
West. But she was Queen Victoria’s great grand-daughter and 
very well bred, so she merely remarked, on leaving a city 
which was, in a highly constitutional and quite remote man¬ 
ner of speaking, still hers: ‘We have been highly impressed 
by the reception Calcutta gave us. We shall never forget 
it.’ 

There have been few other opportunities for the beleaguered 
British to cheer in Calcutta since Independence. They have 
suffered the end of Empire and their own supremacy in the city. 
They have endured the devaluation of their money, first in 
Britain, then in India. They have remained exceedingly wealthy 
by anybody’s standards in spite of these blows, fabulously rich 
in the context of Calcutta. It is not enough for them, it never 
has been. They enjoyed the power of their wealth, just as their 
ancestors enjoyed it through two and a half centuries before 
them. In this city they have had to stand by and watch not only 
the power vanish, but the old symbols of that power wither and 
shrink. 

Even the Bengal Club is now merely a haunted and much 
reduced miniature of what it once was. After Macaulay came the 
clubmen’s carriages, which would trot through the high wrought- 
iron gates and pull up on the driveway before a domineering 
frontage of high Corinthian columns. .The ladies of British Cal¬ 
cutta half a century ago picketed that frontage to collect money 
for the subscription fund that had been set up in London to 
comfort the wretched General Dyer, who had lately made Indians 
crawl on their hands and knees down a street in Amritsar after 
shooting nearly four hundred of their countrymen in one of its 
squares. They were talking Dyer’s language inside the Bengal 
Qub just after the Mutiny had failed even to scratch them in 
Calcutta. And within three years of the Dyer subscriptions being 
collected, the men of the Bengal Club were organizing a Citizens 
Protection League to supply armed assistance to the police and 
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subdue the Bengali nationalists. There always have been in Cal¬ 
cutta some Britons at odds with the attitudes of the clubmen. 
During the Mutiny there was Canning himself^ the Viceroy in 
person. At the time of the Citizens Protection League there was 
Tagore’s great friend and correspondent C. F. Andrews, who 
wrote that in Calcutta *a circle of advanced thinkers and workers 
may be found with whom it is a pleasure and a privilege to con¬ 
verse on subjects covering the widest range of thought and life. 
They are the men who will mould the future - men of character 
as well as intellect, men who have surmounted difficulties such as 
we ourselves have never experienced.’ But men like Andrews, the 
ones who came before him, the ones who came after, have always 
been a small minority of the British population here. The major¬ 
ity have always aspired, even when they have not managed to 
belong, to the superior and exclusive manipulations of the auto¬ 
crats at 33, Chowringhee Road. 

So many of these latter-day Moguls had taken themselves and 
their small fortunes back to Britain for good by the end of the 
1960s that the Bengal Club had sold off its impressive exterior 
and its library and moved in close order and closer confinement 
to the back of the building. Early in 1970 came the two mortify¬ 
ing days when the auctioneers disposed of the last remnants of 
the power and the glory in the front, and there never was a 
gloomier moment in Calcutta’s long, long history of the Raj and 
its reach-me-downs. For the front rooms of the club had been 
reduced to a jumbled heap of junk. On the terrace, with its com¬ 
manding view across the Maidan, there were thirteen bathtubs 
drawn up in line ahead, and they were all very grubby. Beside 
them were thirteen lavatory bowls, and heaven knows what de¬ 
graded future lay ahead of them. The corridors were piled with 
wicker rocking chairs, springy bedsteads, mahogany tables and 
disconnected lamp brackets. The front rooms were buttressed 
with wardrobes and chests of drawers, more bedsteads and rolls 
of mirzapore carpet. Pictures were stacked in their frames or 
top of the drawers - two copies of a print by Stubbs, of William 
Evelyn of St Clere in Kent, a version of Man with a Soft Hat by 
Franz Hals, dozens of watery reproductions of boats, among 
them Prince Philip’s Bluebottle. On top of everything there was 8 
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layer of dust During the hours of viewing before the auction, 
the occasional British memsahib could be seen and heard busding 
around the premises with her bearer dogging behind .. can’t 
find them,.. and I haven’t got time to mess about today.. .* But 
when they actually auctioned this decrepit residue of the old 
Bengal Qub, practically everything in sight was knocked down 
cheap to once subservient Indians. Who never, in all Calcutta’s 
history, would have been allowed past those wrought-iron gates 
for any other reason at all. 

The British were merely repeating, on a small and ingrown 
scale, what they had experienced twenty-three years before at 
Independence. But that had differently and perversely been a 
time of hope as well as a time of regret and nostalgia. For there 
had just been horror in this city, which had seemed bent on 
destroying itself, and suddenly this had stopped, as though a tap 
had been turned off. So that when the end of the Raj came, it 
came in Calcutta rather decently and well, with expressions of 
goodwill and old comradeship in arms and mutual aid in the 
years ahead. 

The only people hurt in the city that Friday, when imperialism 
was over and Indians ruled themselves at last, were the ones who 
fell off overloaded lorries which were rolling round town as 
mobile grandstands. They had been Independent since five 
minutes past one in the morning, Calcutta time, when bells had 
started ringing, conch shells had been blown and people in the 
streets had started shouting *Jai Hind* (Glory to India) whether 
they were Hindu or Muslim. A few hours later Mr Suhrawardy, 
the Prime Minister of Bengal, returned to Mahatma Gandhi, 
who was praying and fasting in their house among the bustees, 
and told him; 1 have just been round Calcutta and I have seen a 
miracle.’ At eight o’clock a salute of seventeen guns boomed from 
Fort William, the Indian flag was broken for the first time from 
the masthead there, and half an hour later Mr Fairbaim, secre¬ 
tary of the Bengal Chamber of Commerce, imfurled another 
brand new flag over the Royal Exchange. Charitable institutions 
started feeding the endless poor of the city. 

Throughout that day there were crowds everywhere, happy 
for the first time in well over a year; 200,000 surged round 
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Government House, where the last representative of the Raj was 
packing his bags. Some of them scaled the gates, got inside the 
building and pindied some of the gubernatorial crockery as 
souvenirs; the Mahatma let it be known next morning that he 
would be glad if every plate and saucer were returned at once. 
There were even Hindus of the lowest castes ducking each other 
exuberantly in the swimming pool that Lady Lytton had in¬ 
stalled long ago for persons of much higher rank. On the streets, 
portraits of the Mahatma and Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose were 
held high by dancing people. Brass bands mounted on some of 
those lorries played the British and the Indian national anthems 
alternately, with ‘Tipperary’ and ‘Pack up your Troubles’ on the 
side. The Grand Hotel had thought fit to announce beforehand 
that Scotch and beer would be available on this occasion in its 
Palm Court, for there had been much austerity since the war and 
during the year of terror. The Golden Slipper Club held a 
dinner-dance that night at which evening dress was essential. The 
Empire Cinema was showing Robert Young and Susan Hayward 
in They Won't Believe Me. 

For the British the day was overloaded with sentimentality, 
as it was almost bound to be. The-BBC was giving them their 
daily dose of that everlasting serial radio diary, ‘The Robinsons’, 
on its long-wave broadcast from London at breakfast time, with 
‘Music While You Work’ and ‘Those were the Days’ to follow 
later. Listeners could see from their morning paper that Queen 
of the South had just beaten St Mirren 8-0 at home in Scotland. 
They could also see that in England there were people with the 
same sharp trading instincts that had been sending them and 
their ancestors to Calcutta since 1690. The Dormy House Hotel in 
Westward Ho, the Montpelier Hotel in Budleigh Salterton and 
sixteen other hotels in the West Country were all anxiously 
enquiring ‘Are you leaving for England?’ and offering a refuge if 
they were, for a consideration. Miss Grove, of The Garden 
School at Gulmarj in Kashmir, was offering to escort children to 
their final destinations in England in exchange for the part-pay¬ 
ment of her own fare home. The British, in fact, were coming 
excellently up to scratch. Burmah-Shell was giving its employees 
an Independence Day bonus. The Statesmanj which was still 

c.-14 
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owned in London, was bubbling with proper pride. The speed 
with which, during this final, brilliant Viceroyalty, less than five 
months in duration, the transfer of power has been achieved, is 
almost stupefying,’ it said that morning. ‘Nothing of comparable 
magnitude or such spontaneous generosity has been effected in 
the annals of mankind.’ 

There was a letter in the paper a few days later from an Eng¬ 
lishman which caught far better than any editorial what many of 
his compatriots in Calcutta were doubtless thinking and feeling, 
though few of them would have cared to show this, because to be 
British in this great imperial city had always meant that at the 
very best, you never unbuttoned yourself too much in front of 
the natives, however friendly you might have become. Tester- 
day,* wrote this Mr Stephens, ‘for the first time, and from the 
heart, much to my surprise, I said “Jai Hind”. In itself, for its 
bigger meaning, I have always liked the term, as I like India. But 
its recent historical associations are most obnoxious. It stuck in 
my throat. My whole energies and idealism as a civilian had been 
put into helping to win World War II for what I thought was 
righteousness. Like other British folk in India, I at that time 
underwent bitter personal suffering, in long separations and in 
loss of dear friends and relations, also of my home, and scarcely 
more than two years ago "Jai Hind” was still being shouted on 
the Burma front against those fine men, British and Indian, fight¬ 
ing on my side, the right side as I believe, by those others - 
traitors to my thinking - who had joined Subhas Bose and the 
Japanese. I was not, until yesterday, able to forget these 
things. 

* "Jai Hind” was also shouted at British people here in Calcutta 
with plainly insulting intent, during the cold-weather riots of 
*45/’46; and forgetfulness of insults is not easy. Even last Fri¬ 
day, Independence Day, it sometimes seemed to be meant more 
in challenge than friendship. In general, however, that was a 
wonderfully friendly day, our harried, hatred-filled Calcutta was 
transformed, and I felt happy too, so I smiled and waved in 
answer to the shoutings; but I could not bring myself actually 
to utter the phrase. It was one for which I felt perhaps almost as 
much repugnance as Muslims themselves have for parts of 
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“Bande Mataram”. Yesterday, the day of Id, in Chowringhee, 
next to me in a traffic blodc, was one of Calcutta's countless 
lorry-loads of iubilant, slogan-shouting x>eople, Hindus and Mus¬ 
lims int^mixed. They waved and smiled, shouting “Jai Hind” 
and I waved back. Seated nearest to me, on the wooden foot¬ 
board, was a young Muslim in colourful fresh clothing for the 
Id. He had evidently noticed that, though smiling too, I had care¬ 
fully avoided answering. He bent forward. “Please say it, sir,” he 
pleaded. **We didn’t like it either, but we do now. We have for¬ 
gotten about quarrels.” 

‘I said it at once, without reflection, readily, from the heart; 
and I do not think I will have further difficulty.* 

The moment when every Englishman would have to swallow 
his pride and the insults it attracted, when he would have to get 
out of India with a sore but rather soft heart, had been a long 
time coming, but it had been prepared some years before it 
actually happened. It was certainly within the sclieme of things 
maturing in the collective mind of Air Attlee’s Labour Govern¬ 
ment which, two years before, had appointed the gentleman who 
was packing his bags in one part of Government House while the 
jubilant citizens of Calcutta were removing his cups and saucers 
from another. Sir Frederick Burrows, in fact, departed in some 
confusion. In order to catch the flying boat from the river at 
Bally to England at the appointed hour, his bodyguard had to 
hustle him and his lady wife through the crowds so uncere¬ 
moniously that there was no time to say goodbye to his civil and 
military officers or to any of the leading citizens. Thus did Cal¬ 
cutta see off the last British Governor of Bengal. It would never 
have done for Queen Victoria, or even for Lord Curzon, who 
had also represented the mightly Raj here. 

But, then. Sir Frederick Burrows, GGSi, gcie, dl, had never 
been quite as other men usually were when appointed to sit m 
Government House at Calcutta, in spite of his various decora¬ 
tions, In the place of men who had never, during their own 
military service, been much less than a captain of Lancers or a 
lieutenant of Dragoons, here was one who had been but a com¬ 
pany sergeant major in the Grenadier Guards. And where Wel¬ 
lesley, Hastings, Amherst, Auddand, Hardinge, Bentinck, Ron- 
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aldshay and most of his other predecessors in that splendid 
palace had been peers of the realm, Sir Frederids, on stepping 
into their shoes, had just completed several industrious years as 
President of the National Union of Railwaymen. 
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The Western world began to take notice of Calcutta’s now 
celebrated plight fourteen years after Independence. Many people 
were well aware of it before then, but only if they had been in 
professional contact with it, or if they had actually seen it de¬ 
veloping themselves. In the spring of i960, however, the World 
Bank sent a mission to India to review the progress of the re¬ 
public’s economic development during its First and Second Five- 
Year Plans, and to investigate the prospects of the Third Plan 
which was due to come into operation the following year. The 
mission was shocked by what it found in Calcutta and said so in 
its report. At almost the same time, the Indian Prime Minister 
was quoted in the international press on the same subject. ‘Cal¬ 
cutta,’ said Mr Nehru, ‘is the biggest city in the country, its prob¬ 
lems are national problems, quite apart from problems of West 
Bengal, and it is necessary that something special should be done. 
If the whole city went to pieces, it would be a tremendous 
tragedy.’ From that moment Calcutta became news, for here 
were clearly the makings of disaster, which always has provided 
the most stimulating news, mankind being never more lively than 
when he can respond to the dreadful with a twinge of horror and 
a spasm of compassion. 

A handful of mankind from the world outside became in¬ 
volved. Some went to Calcutta to see what could be done, they 
usually returned and they heightened the sense of impending 
catastrophe by what they had to tell. A typical excursion was 
that of Professor Colin Buchanan and eight other Anglo-Ameri¬ 
can town planners, who in 1967 reported: ‘A city in a state of 
crisis. We have not seen human degradation on a comparable 
scale in any other city in the world. This is one of the greatest 
urban concentrations in existence rapidly approaching the point 
of breakdown in its economy, housing, sanitation, transport and 
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the essential humanities of life. If &e final breakdown to 
take place it would be a disaster for mankind of a more sinister 
sort than any disaster of flood or famine.’ Which stimulated more 
journalists and television crews to fly into Dum Dum to collect 
more copy and more film. Meanwhile, the great cities of the 
West, New York in particular, began to have faint and uneasy 
intimations that what they were hearing about Calcutta might 
indeed be in store for them one day. The metrooolitans of Europe 
and the United States are now quite frantically certain that it is 
possible for a city to strangle itself in its own traffic, to poison 
itself with its own pollutions, to tear itself to pieces by the hand 
of its own people; and they no longer need the example of 
Calcutta to convince them that this is so. So they struggle with 
themselves and, spasmodically, they cast a glance over their 
shoulders to see how the forthcoming disaster is proceeding in 
the first city in the world scheduled to perish of its private mis¬ 
fortunes. They continue to send their emissaries from time to 
time, with their notebooks and their cameras, and Calcutta has 
become so weary of these visitations, which have brought little 
but expressions of sympathy so far, that a man with a camera is 
now very likely to have it smashed in anger and resentment, and 
a man who flaps his notebook too obviously may swiftly be sur- 
roimded by a mob who will not question him gently. 

A city does not suddenly break down. A metropolitan collapse 
has not yet happened in the modem world, but if Calcutta should 
provide the first example then the ultimate civic disaster is clearly 
preceded by a long and gradual process of neglect and decay 
which undermines the city’s foundations to a point at which a 
very small push will send the whole structure tumbling into 
ruins. This process can take just as long as the process of a city’s 
growth to maturity and supremacy. The two can even be seen 
passing the years in tandem, one of the city’s parts thriving and 
becoming grand while the other becomes increasingly wasted 
and diseased. This is manifestly so in Calcutta’s case. Almost 
from the moment there was something more than a collection of 
straggling mud huts by the Hooghly here, proud and imperial 
voices have proclaimed the glories of this city, and they have been 
well heard in the heart of Empire and beyond. Yet every time 
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boasts were made, there was someone pointing out other things 
that were nothing to boast about. Just occasionally, someone 
cried shame in the same tongue and with the same breeding as the 
boasters; and, generally, he seems to have gone quite unheard 
by his fellows, his message lost maybe in the historically well- 
known difficulties of communication. 

Lord Valcntia, an early tourist, was one of the best-known 
scrutineers of Calcutta in its early period of magnificoice. He 
came just ten years after Sir John Shore was appointed Gover¬ 
nor-General with that ringing and Biblical assurance of service 
to every native of India, whatever his situation might be. Lord 
Valcntia seems to have been the first man to remark on the 
palatial grandeur of the city, particularly of Chowringhee. He 
also took the trouble to investigate the native quarters and was 
honest enough to report that *The Black Town is as complete a 
contrast to this as can well be conceived. Its streets are narrow 
and dirty; the houses, of two storeys, occasionally of brick, but 
generally mud and thatched, perfectly resembling the cabins of 
the poorest class in Ireland.’ In 1803, no literate Englishman 
could be expected to imagine greater human wretchedness than 
that. Throughout the nineteenth century the developing picture 
is one of a burgeoning European city, accommodating a small 
proportion of acceptably wealthy natives, surrounded by a swd- 
ling cantonment of helots; and while the first progressively 
equips itself with all the amenities of civilization as they become 
available to it, the second is more or less left to its own resources, 
or at best provided with one or two spare parts of urban equij)- 
ment long after the needs of the masters have been attended to. 
In 1836, the Chief Magistrate, Mr Farran, was noting that ‘The 
only broad streets in the native part of the town are Amherst 
Street and the Central Road, the former unfinished and neither 
of them considered thoroughfares. The Chitpore Road is the 
great thoroughfare, but it is narrow, winding, dirty and en¬ 
croached upon, while the cross-ways are all lanes, very narrow, 
very filthy and bounded generally by deep open ditches.’ Sixteen 
years before that, the British had started metalling the roads of 
their Calcutta. 

It was the perpetually watchful and usually caustic Girish 
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Chandra Ghosh who remarked on another disparity between the 
two communities a couple of decades later, almost on the eve 
of the Mutiny. ‘Calcutta is flatly getting too rich for poor people 
to abide in it... as wc see from the last meeting of the Legislative 
Council in the debate on the report of the select committee on 
the proposition for lighting the St James portion of Calcutta 
with gas ... The Gas Company is not a philanthropic body 
whose mission to India owes its origins to a Christian desire of 
rescuing the people of the country from eternal night and bless¬ 
ing them with a light equal in radiance to that of the God of day 
- free of charge! ... we are obtuse enough not to perceive how 
the comfort and convenience of men who inhabit hovels and 
breathe the contaminated air of cess pools can be augmented by 
their European neighbours revelling in a light which is seventeen 
times more bright than candlelight. . It was Mr Strachcy, the 
sanitary commissioner for Bengal, who in 1864 pointed out a 
hazard to local health that not even the British could have escaped 
very easily, unless they took the most stringent domestic pre¬ 
cautions. ‘More than 5,000 corpses have been thrown from Cal¬ 
cutta into the river,’ he wrote, ‘which supplies the greatest part 
of its inhabitants with water for all domestic purposes and which 
for several miles is covered as thickly with shipping as almost 
anywhere in the world One thousand five hundred corpses have 
actually been thrown into the river in one year from the General 
Hospital alone.’ 

At about this time, Florence Nightingale was writing from 
England to Sir Bartle Frere, who had^served in Calcutta and had 
then become Governor of Bombay. That city, she remarked, ‘has 
a lower death-rate on the last two years than London, the health¬ 
iest city in Europe. This is entirely your doing. If we do not take 
care, Bombay will outstrip us in the sanitary race. People will be 
ordered for the benefit of their health to Bombay . . .* This was 
not a thing that anyone could ever have said of Calcutta. There 
was another difference between the two cities and Girish Chandra 
Ghosh had inevitably picked it up. The same debate that had 
produced the gas-lighting proposals had produced a reference 
to the taxation of wheel-and-horse traffic. *111686 taxes exist in 
Bombay,* wrote Ghosh, ‘and it was a great mistake to have with- 
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drawn them after Calcutta had begun to be accustomed to the 
new imposition. The horse and carriage tax is a tax on luxury 
and its operation is not therefore grievously felt by those who 
come under it, whereas a general tax to the benefit of particular 
classes is a never-ending source of discontent.’ The tax had been 
withdrawn in Calcutta, as many other things unwelcome to the 
British community there were frequently altered to suit them, 
because they had the Imperial Government cornered where they 
wanted it, and could press it into an acceptable shape. ‘In India,' 
wrote Ghosh in 1863, ‘there are two interests. There is firstly the 
government interest, which rightly employed is identical with 
the interest of justice and native interests ... and secondly, there 
IS the non-oificial English interest, claiming special immunities 
and consideration by right of conquest, superior intelligence, 
energy and power of consideration. This gives birth to an antag¬ 
onism by no means unnatural ... It is injurious only to the 
interest which assumes that India is a family preserve of the 
fifth-rate men of England - not even of the classes whidi supply 
the Civil Service - which claims the privilege of obtaining land 
under conditions only slightly removed from those of an absolute 
gift, which clamours for a contract law calculated to enslave the 
native population, and demands immimity from the criminal 
jurisdiction of the established courts of the country.’ 

A few months later, he logged his own progress report on the 
physical state of Calcutta. ‘The Imperial city in the middle of the 
rains is a sight worth the enthusiasm of the tourist. Perhaps no 
other chief city in the world presents variations of road scenery 
so great or so interesting. The traveller who lands at Chandpal 
Ghat, fresh from the atmosphere of European civilization, is 
regaled with the view of a splendid metropolis, with church 
steeples reaching up to the clouds, rows of palaces on each hand, 
streets smooth as bowling greens - wide, dustless and dry - the 
very perfection of macadamization. He drives into Chowringhee 
through all its by-lanes and larger thoroughfares, and his heart 
cannot wish for higher displays of municipal talent and ccai- 
servancy genius and activity than those before him. Everything 
except Dhurmtollah Bazar is neat, clean and tidy; even the lamp 
posts wear an appearance suggestive of the idea of being weekly 
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varnished ... But should business or curiosity call him to the 
native town ... he will see or rather feel by the jolt of his car¬ 
riage, streets than which the natural paths of the forest are better 
fitted for travelling. He will have his nose assailed by the stench 
of drains which have not felt the ministering hand of man ever 
since the last rains, his affrighted horse will obstinately back from 
pits in the thoroughfares wide enough to bury all the rubbish in 
the adjoining houses, his carriage wheels will stick resolutely into 
ruts from which release is possible only by the aid of half a dozen 
men and as many bamboo poles ... After a heavy shower of 
rain he will in some places deem it more pleasant and advan¬ 
tageous to hire a boat than swim his horse.’ 

By the time Kipling came to Calcutta, twenty years later, it 
was notorious in some circles as the City of Stinks as well as 
palaces. This was at the bottom of his abiding dislike of it and ‘in 
spite of that stink, they allow, they even encourage natives to 
look after the place! The damp, drainage-soaked soil is sick with 
the teeming life of a hundred years, and the Municipal Board list 
is choked with the names of natives - men of the breed bom in 
and raised off this surfeited muck-heap.’ He took the view that 
an efficient municipal government in England would have made 
short work of Calcutta’s obnoxious problems; they wanted 
shovels, not sentiments, in this part of the world. Which was 
slightly beside the point, even though Indians by then had a loud 
voice in municipal affairs. In 1876 the Bengal Government had 
created Calcutta Corporation largely, though by no means com¬ 
pletely, on an electoral basis. Its Bengali councillors could not 
have been much encouraged by the condescending patronage of 
their masters in the provincial government, let alone that of the 
even more superior beings of the imperial ruling body. When 
the Entally drainage system was opened in 1896, the Lieutenant- 
Governor of Bengal, Sir Alexander Mackenzie, told them what 
he thought of their struggling efforts in self-administration in the 
roundest terms. *You have, gentlemen, no doubt,’ he said, *been 
hampered in the task of improving Calcutta by many ffiings, 
and perhaps by nothing so much as by your own constitution. 
The marvel is that with such an impracticable organization so 
much good work should have been done. You have a constitution 
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borrowed en bloc from the most advanced models in England, 
and without any reference to the utterly different circumstances 
of an Oriental city, and a very mixed community. It seems to 
have been supposed that because Birmingham, for instance 
(which I know well), is admirably managed by an elected Council 
of 72, Calcutta could be equally well managed by a council of 75, 
of whom 50 are elected. But in Birmingham, to begin with, the 
population is homogeneous and accustomed for generations 
to managing its own affairs on lines as to which all parties are 
agreed. The council there is composed entirely of shrewd, 
capable men of business, manufacturers, merchants, tradesmen 
and the like, whose one object is to treat every question before 
them not as an opportunity for speech-making, but as a matter 
to be settled as promptly as may be in the most practical way ... 
Now I think everybody in Calcutta outside the Corporation, 
and a good many people inside it, will admit that there is here 
far too much speaking for the sake of speech.. 

A great deal of Calcutta’s problems, clearly, arose from the 
enormous migration of Indians to the city, which had occurred 
almost from the moment of Chamock’s first settlement. At the 
tTOe of the Black Hole the population was estimated at 400,000 
nr so, and no more than a couple of thousand could have been 
Europeans then. By Kipling’s day there was something approach¬ 
ing a million people here. They had not been driven to Calcutta 
to provide some kind of slave labour for European masters 
'^although the Bengal Chronicle in 1831 was remarking on a slave 
market in the city then, and the practice throughout India was 
not effectively outlawed until 1845) even if the conditions of their 
employment might sometimes be indistinguishable from those 
nf slavery. They had poured down the Hooghly in search of 
Wealth, just as the Englishmen had sailed up it for the same pur¬ 
pose, and they had been incited to do this, as likely as not, by 
their own people. In 1823, Bhabanicharan Bannerji had written a 
hook called KaJikata Kamalaylay, which can be translated as 
‘Calcutta; dwelling place of the goddess of fortune*, which de¬ 
scribed the city as a “bottomless ocean of wealth* and which was 
intended as a guide to countrymen arriving in the metropolis for 
the first time. 
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There is an indictment of the British to be made out of the 
relative living and other conditions of Calcutta, but it is not one 
of brutality and deliberate degradation of the native population; 
the indictment is the same one which has stood from start to 
finish of the British connection with the city, of indifference and 
incomprehension by all but a comparatively small handful of 
exceptions who felt some moral obligation (especially in those 
self-consciously Christian times) to be much more than indiffer¬ 
ent. It was the British, after all, who started this place in order to 
tap the wealth of this land. The fact is, of course, that until the 
last quarter of the nineteenth century the relative conditions of 
rich and poor in Calcutta were not vastly different from those of 
Britain; it is scarcely surprising that men who had been uncon¬ 
cerned about them at home should not notice or care about them 
here; it is approximately from 1875 onwards that the develop¬ 
ing conscience of the rich in London becomes the more conspic¬ 
uous by its almost total absence in Calcutta. 

Lord Curzon well knew what Calcutta stood for, and he put 
it all into one noble paragraph when he was addressing the 
businessmen of the city in 1903. ‘To me, Calcutta is the capital, 
not merely of a province, great as that province is, but of the 
Indian Empire. As such, it appears to me fitly to symbolize the 
work that the English have done, and are doing, in this country. 
For though, of the enormous population of over 1,100,000 souls 
that make up the city on both banks of the river, not much more 
than 30,000 are returned as Europeans and Eurasians, yet a 
glance at the buildings of the town, at the river and the roar and 
the smoke, is sufficient to show that Calcutta is in reality a 
European city set down upon Asiatic soil, and that it is a monu¬ 
ment - in my opinion one of the most striking extant monu¬ 
ments, for it is the second city to London in the entire British 
Empire - to the energy and achievements of our race.’ Within 
twelve months, the local historian H. E. A. Cotton had written 
that ‘Ten minutes walk from Dalhousie Square will land the 
seeker after sensation in a labyrinth of narrow, unpaved winding 
lanes, polluted with odours that put those of Cologne to shame 
and swarming with humanity, where the scavenging carts are 
the rarest of visitors and the ghostly glimmer of an occasional 
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and inadequate gas lamp furnishes the solitary iUumination. Not 
a thousand yards from Government Housey troops of jac^s 
may be heard after sunset sweeping through the deserted street 
and making the night hideous with their fearsome howls.* 

One reason for the excessive anger of the local British com¬ 
munity when they heard that the imperial capital was to move to 
Delhi, was that a Calcutta Improvement Trust had just been set 
up, which had involved a certain amoimt of expenditure even 
though it had not yet started to yield results. It was established by 
an Act of 1911, which sought to improve and expand the city ‘by 
opening up congested areas, laying out or altering streets, pro¬ 
viding open spaces for purposes of ventilation or recreation and 
... the rehousing of the poorer and working-classes displaced by 
the execution of improvement schemes .. ’ A member of the 
Institute of Civil Engineers and the Town Planning Institute in 
Britain, Mr E. P. Richards, was appointed Chief Engineer of the 
Trust six months after the Viceroy’s flag had been removed from 
Government House. He subsequently had a breakdown, which 
caused him to return to England before he could actually en¬ 
gineer any changes in Calcutta. But in 1914 he produced a re¬ 
port for the Improvement Trust, based upon his investigations 
while he was in the city. He had been consulted in Calcutta, 
among other things, about the possibility of replacing the single 
bridge across the Hooghly and he had agreed that this matter 
was extremely urgent and of paramount importance, but it had 
become very clear to him ‘that the proposed new bridge as ten¬ 
dered for would be too narrow even from the first day it was 
opened to traffic’. And so the tender was withdrawn, and the 
proposal was quietly forgotten, and although a second Hooghly 
bridge was put across the river six miles upstream at Bally in 
1931, the main crossing to Howrah remained as a contraption 
of pontoons imtil 1943, when it was replaced by the present 
towering structure. Although work had started on the Howrah 
Bridge in 1937, it might have still been building if the military 
had not required a proper crossing at that point for fighting their 
war against the Japanese. 

Quite apart from the incompetence imputed to the bridge 
planners by Richards, his report would have fallen as a piece of 
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anarchy upon the cars of Lord Curzon for one. ‘The writer* - 
Richards generally referred to himself in the third person - ‘The 
writer found that very many Europeans who lived in Calcutta 
possessed little or no knowledge of the dense bac^ blocks that 
compose three quarters of the city ... Most of us have had no 
occasion to go about anywhere except in the Dalhousie Square, 
Old Court House Street, Chowringhee and Park Street area, 
which make a mere fringe along only half the West side of the 
built-up mass of Calcutta ... One can walk day after day for 
hours in the lanes of North Calcutta without meeting a single 
European ... the general public of Calcutta are not conscious 
of the state of their city; it has never been put before them 
forcibly and clearly ... we have all heard Calcutta described 
glowingly and quite sincerely as the fairest city in the East ... 
but the speakers are plainly unaware of the real conditions ... 
Reform measures are looked upon with suspicion, indifference or 
with a positive and powerful hostility. It should be made 
thoroughly known that the city is in a most serious condition, 
and that only prompt, big and concerted action will maintain our 
commercial supremacy and save Calcutta and Howrah from be¬ 
coming the largest slum in the world.’ 

This is a very angry man writing. He has foimd the housing 
conditions of the city ‘scandalously bad. An acute housing 
famine prevails and increases. It has prevailed during the last 
thirty years and nothing has been done to remedy it ... Rents 
are tremendous and the accommodation given is all too small and 
far too crowded. Comfortable, wholesome family life is being 
pushed right out of existence in Calcutta. It has already vanished 
to the extent of forty-five per cent... infant mortality and tuber¬ 
culosis stand at world records.’ Richards estimated that at least 
800 acres of 2,500 acres in central Calcutta must be classified as 
‘rank slum’; at least 250,000 people were living in houses that, 
under any ordinary by-laws, would be condemned and closed as 
unfit for human habitation. ‘Nearly all the working-class families 
can afford but a single room in which they have to live, cat, 
sleep, propagate their species and die. It is seldom a room of 
decent size and usually it is ill-lit and badly ventilated and is in 
B slum or chawl. Often two families exist in one room. Men - 
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most especially in India where family life and early marriage 
rules are so potent - would certainly bring their families to Cal¬ 
cutta if accommodation for them existed ... 900,000 people live 
in 45,000 houses; i.c. the average number of people per house is 
twenty. The average Indian house contains twice as many 
rooms as an English house, so that for genuine comparison, the 
Calcutta housing squeeze is equal to about ten people per house 
in Great Britain.* And there, at that time, the average content of 
a house was just over five people. 

As for town planning, it was virtually non-existent. ‘A casual 
glance at the Calcutta plans shows instantly that the city, as a 
whole, actually possesses no streets. There are but two small 
areas in Calcutta having the normal street system which is found 
throughout the whole area of almost every city in the world .. ,* 
The mass of lanes shown on most of the survey maps available 
were, Richards had discovered in those lonely rambles of his, 
fictitiously broad, having been represented on paper wider than 
they were on the ground so that the draughtsmen could get the 
names printed along them. ‘Urban, built-up Calcutta has no 
street system; 2,500 acres are provided only with highly irregular 
lanes and passages. It would require the creation of no miles of 
ordinary 30-40 ft streets to bring Calcutta into line with even the 
old built-up sections of European cities.’ Since 1875, a British 
public health act had forbidden the building of any street less 
than 36 ft wide in the United Kingdom and most British towns 
insisted on a minimum of between 40 and 50 feet. In the second 
city of the British Empire, where there were roads at all, they 
were scarcely ever more than 20 ft wide and more frequently they 
were only 10 ft from wall to wall; and not one road in the entire 
city, British or native quarters, started in the middle and ran out 
into the surrounding country. 

For the two hundred and fifty or so pages of his report, 
Richards enumerated one defect after another. The tramways of 
Calcutta did not belong to the city, but to a limited liability 
company and there were no tram trades at all across the Hooghly; 
Richards called this unprecedented, and pointed out that it was 
one reason why North Calcutta, on the East bank, was so fear¬ 
fully congested. He suggested that one cause of overcrowded 
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dwdlings in Calcutta was a habit of settling litigation whidi 
happened neither in Bombay nor Madras. It was called the 
^partition suit’ and it meant that when two or more brothers 
quarrelled over an inherited property and took their quarrel to 
court, the court usually ordered that the house should be divided 
by partitions into separate habitations for the warring factions 
and their families; elsewhere, judges usually ruled that the pro¬ 
perty should be sold, if no agreement could be reached, with the 
money divided between the brothers. The former Chief Engineer 
pointed out that the dock sills at Kidderpore were not deep 
enough to take vessels of six thousand tons and above unless they 
had been partly unloaded first. He also strongly advised the 
city fathers to look to their accounts, for no great headway with 
their enormous problems could be made unless they substantially 
increased their revenue. He even compiled a table of towns and 
cities in India and Great Britain, so that Calcutta could compare 
its financial position with communities that were something less 
than second in the whole Empire. Part of it showed these figures: 


City 

Calcutta 

Bombay 

Birkenhead 

Bolton 

Dundee 

Manchester 


Population 

896,867* 

979,445 

131,000 

182,000 

170,000 

720,000 


Rateable 

Value 

£2,478,000 

£3,217,000 

£679,000 

£852,000 

£975,000 

■ £4,657*000 


Debt 

£2,951,294 

£2,796,510 

£2,227,000 

£3,852,056 


Average 

Rate 

I2s. 9id. 
14s. 6^d. 
39s. 6d. 
31s. ii|d. 

378. 4d. 

54s. xo^d. 


Throughout his report, Richards was taking Lord Curzon’s 
proud estimation of Calcutta at its face value. It was indeed the 
second city of the whole British Empire, and not merely in 
population. By the time Curzon’s former aide-de-camp Ronalds- 
hay became Governor of Bengal in 1917, the seaborne trade out 
of Calcutta was running at £175 million a year. Richards was 
therefore insisting on comparisons in keeping with its substance 

* This excluded the population of Howrah across the river which, except 
for purely miinidpal purposes, is usually included as part of Calcutta in 
every count. AH figures in the table are for the fiscal year 1911-12. 
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and its status. He pointed out that, a few years earlier, Chicago 
had felt itself degenerating into a mess but that with a firm sense 
of purpose (and a population twice that of Calcutta’s) it had 
pulled itself together and become proud with reason again. He 
even ended his report with a series of helpful suggestions for 
making Calcutta more handsome after it had been made more 
habitable, with models taken from a number of great European 
cities. There was a picture of the Beethoven Square in Vienna, 
with its trained creepers, and Richards thought that eventually 
Dalhousie Square might look quite becoming with something 
similar. There was an illustration of the ‘tank’ in the Parc Mon- 
ceau in Paris - *a good example of the artistic treatment of small 
artificial ponds’. Calcutta, he well knew, had a long way to go 
before it could afford to think of embellishing itself like that. 
He had found only one thing to applaud from start to finish of 
his report. With the largest water tank in the world, the city 
could, by 1914, be proud of its water supply. 

It is impossible to judge from his report whether Richards 
was extremely naive, or whether he was writing with his tongue 
jammed into his cheek, when he challenged the British of Cal¬ 
cutta in their proudest assumptions about their city. Curzon’s 
claim clearly invited comparison at an international level, yet 
there is no sign that he or any of his local peers measured their 
second city of the Empire in any terms other than those of 
population statistics, trading returns and sovereignty over an 
enormous territory. Richards really was baying at the moon if 
he seriously thought that the Bengal Chamber of Commerce or 
the membership of the Bengal Club would lift a finger to prettify 
a water tank that no Englishman need ever go near from the 
moment he came to Calcutta to the moment he left. Neverthe¬ 
less, in the next few years, certain of his submissions were taken 
up. A great widening of streets and cutting of roads occurred, 
and something approaching £5 million was spent in the process, 
though Calcutta still waits for the thoroughfare that will start in 
the city centre and finish up in the country. 

When the 1921 census was taken, the author of the official 
report on Calcutta’s progress in the previous decade remarked 
that ‘The city may have lost a few officials from the changes that 
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have been made* (with the shift of capital) Tsut otherwise it has 
been little affected.* He also spoke of ‘the ciying need for better 
communications, whether by tram, tube, electric railway or 
other means between the business quarters of the city and its 
inunediate suburbs’. He further remarked that ‘In the localities 
of Barabazar, Bowbazar, Bentinck Street and Dharamtala, the 
Marwari community, the Chinese, Anglo-Indians and others live 
under conditions of overcrowding unimaginable until they have 
been witnessed, and are rack-rented to an extent far exceeding 
that to which the Bengali population or the better-class Euro¬ 
pean population is obliged to submit.’ No. 10 Gas Street, he 
noticed, was a bustee with several himdred huts pitched behind 
its street front and a population of three thousand. Nor was this 
by any means unique. ‘It may be taken as a fact ,.. that the 
accommodation offered in Calcutta to its population is about 
1-8 rooms per family.’ At almost the same time a committee on 
the increasing industrial unrest in Bengal was reporting that 
between June 1920 and March 1921 there had been 137 strikes 
in and around the city; 74 of them totally concerned with griev¬ 
ances about pay, another 36 pressing for higher wages and other 
things simultaneously. In 1930, a report on the standard of living 
among jute mill workers in Calcutta showed that, judging by 
samples taken from six mills, 76 per cent of the working families 
were in debt by an average of more than two and a half times 
their monthly income, even though labourers were .putting in a 
sixty-hour week. 

By the time the penultimate British Governor of Bengal ar¬ 
rived in Calcutta in 1944, both province and city were in chaos. 
There was, of course, a war on, though Calcutta curiously missed 
any direct enemy action apart from a few light air raids which 
did little damage. On top of this, the famine had only just re¬ 
ceded, and there had been half a century of civil disorder. But 
these events did not explain ever3rthing that Mr R. G. (later 
Lord) Casey found when he reached the city and was welcomed 
by leading articles which wondered whether the Bengalis had 
now become a colony of Australia. Anyone as close as he had been 
to the ultimately Sir Robert Menzies in an administration run 
from Canberra, was perfectly capable of caricaturing British 
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ruling attitudes in some respects; but at least he had the gift of 
bluntness and didn’t much mind whose feet he trod on below 
the level of sovereign. Casey found that he had inherited a 
machine that ‘was bankrupt, as far as any government can be said 
to be bankrupt ... For the last fifty years the Government of 
Bengal had been starved of money. The policy had been to keep 
taxation down to the minimum, with the result that the provin¬ 
cial revenue was wholly inadequate.’ The administration of the 
province and city, moreover, had evolved without any apparent 
design over a century or so. It had been originated to administer 
law, to maintain the public peace, to collect land revenue. ‘Bits 
and pieces had been tacked on to the system from time to time to 
keep pace with the increasing functions of government, but fre¬ 
quently the new bits had been attached to the wrong parts. Thus 
I found one department administering the strange alliance of 
Forestry and Excise under a secretary who had a full-time job in 
another department; another department dealt simultaneously 
with Education and Land Registration, also under a secretary 
with preoccupations in another department.* 

Casey, unlike most men in his position before him, toured 
the bustee areas of the city and was appalled, as perhaps only an 
Australian (or a Swiss, or a Scandinavian) could be appalled by 
slum dwellings. He told an entourage of newspapermen ‘I have 
seen something of the way in which hundreds of thousands of 
the citizens of Calcutta are obliged to live. Human beings cannot 
allow other human beings to exist under these conditions ... My 
only interest is that these conditions should be improved, and 
leither politics nor vested interests should be allowed to stand 
n the, way. The people of Calcutta have the right to ask in six 
months time what has been done about it.’ What Casey himself 
did was to write a memorandum to Lord Wavell, such a docu¬ 
ment of candour as Viceroys had rarely been accustomed to 
receiving. ‘At some time in the past,’ it said, ‘the British adminis¬ 
tration evidently decided that Bengal should be run on the mini¬ 
mum possible expenditure of public monies, very low taxation, 
and no expcditure of loan monies for development purposes ... 
Quite apart from any specific war-time burdens which have been 
thrown on the Bengal administration, there is the fact that the 
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functions of government have changed very rapidly in recent 
years. In Bengal, die administration for generations has tradi¬ 
tionally been concerned with law and order and revenue. It is 
only recently, and relatively suddenly, that they have been called 
upon to adjust themselves to coping with the full range of 
matters that concern a modem government, for which their pre¬ 
vious training and tradition have ill-fitted them. In consequence, 
they are making rather a poor fist of things. This last criticism, 
I believe, applies perhaps with special force to the European 
members of the ICS on whom, in my opinion, the major respon¬ 
sibility for the administration of Bengal still rests ... the risk is 
that if things go on as they are going on at present, we may well 
see the situation degenerate into something quite unpleasant, 
which we shall all regret... as near a breakdown as no matter.* 
Just below this ramshackle apparatus of the Raj, and of neces¬ 
sity beholden to it at all times, was the even more suspect appli¬ 
ance of Calcutta Corporation, which by now was completely 
officered by Indians, even though a proportion of its councillors 
remained British. Six months after Independence was pro¬ 
claimed, the new Government of West Bengal’s Biswas Com¬ 
mission began to investigate the Corporation and its workings, 
and eventually produced a report that was so damning to almost 
everyone who had come under scrutiny that it was never actually 
published. It had discovered, among many other things, that ‘the 
powers of delegation varied from time to time according to the 
whims and caprices of the Councillors, and reduced the Chief 
Executive Officer to a position of complete subservience, so much 
so that even in matters in which the Chief Executive Officer had 
statutory powers, individual Councillors had their way*. It out¬ 
lined the history of Calcutta’s water supply, which even E. P. 
Richards had thought a matter of pride, but which was now a 
potential source of disaster and typical of every part of the muni¬ 
cipal machine. Until 1820, British Calcutta had received its 
water from the bags of its bheesties, who had drawn from the 
Great Tank, Loll Diggy, in what was eventually named Dal- 
housie Square. The native community, of course, then fended for 
itself in the Hooghly or wherever else it might find water. But in 
1820 Messrs Jessop and Co. had installed a small pumping plant 
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at Chandpal Ghat, for lifting water from the river and into 
aqueducts which would serve the British quarter for seven hours a 
day, eight months in the year; in the remaining four months the 
Europeans, like everyone else, collected much safer rainwater. 
Filtered water was supplied from 1870, along cast-iron main 
pipes with a life expectation of a hundred years, and at the begin¬ 
ning it was designed to provide six million gallons a day for a 
population of 400,000; which was considerably larger than the 
European population of the city, substantially less than the total 
number of people there when it was installed. Twice this filtered 
supply had been extended or improved, in 1903 and again in 
1923. The last extension had been made with an expectation of 
1,300,000 people living in Calcutta by 1941; in fact, by then 
2,100,000 were in the city and twelve months later the figure had 
risen to 3,000,000. 

For what, only six months previously, had been the second 
city of the British Empire, this was not, therefore, a particularly 
well provided place. Nor was it a particularly luminous place, 
with only 9,000 electric lights, 19,000 gas lamps and 350 oil 
lamps. It was not a particularly wholesome place, with 4,371 
bustees inhabited by more than one million people. It was not a 
very promising place, either, for the Biswas inquiry was to 
reveal about the Corporation more or less what R. G. Casey had 
discovered only four yeais earlier about provincial government, 
that *the finances are in a bad state and the administration full 
of abuses due to neglect of duty, corruption and wilful viola¬ 
tions of the law. It would not be an exaggeration to say that 
financially the Corporation is heading for a disaster, and is un¬ 
able to meet its necessary expenses. This inability is largely, 
though not entirely, due to maladministration .. .* In spite of its 
vast built-in wealth, Calcutta was not - one way and another - 
the most splendid bequest the British might have made to their 
residuary legatees by the Hooghly. 

It is all much worse now, twenty-five years later. Things are so 
bad in almost every respect that it is not at all imcommon in 
Calcutta today to encounter an Indian, by no means a wealthy 
man, who affectionately remembers the years when the British 
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these from Western India alone, 5,000 from Assam, 16,000 from 
South India, 33,000 from Orissa, 71,000 from Uttar Pradesh, 
183,000 from Bihar, 168,000 from elsewhere in West Bengal. 
Even if none of these people had reproduced themselves several 
times over, Calcutta would by now be in an awful mess. As it 
is, the city faces catastrophe partly because of their deadly lack 
of birth control. 

The Indian Government over the past few years has invested 
enormous sums in its birth control programme, and there are 
calculating men in Delhi who will assure you that at last it is 
beginning to have an appreciable effect. There has been an 
engaging campaign of propaganda throughout the republic to 
persuade p>eopIe that two children are respectable but that three 
are a menace. Elephants have paraded with the message. It has 
been displayed on the backs of buses. All over the country, the 
inverted red triangle and its beaming family of four has sym¬ 
bolized moderation even to the illiterate; you see this sign in 
gigantic poster form above the ghats at Benares, and half the 
trees in Orissa have been placarded with it. All forms of control 
have been advocated from time to time, so that a commuter with 
a civic conscience has been able to drop in for a vasectomy at a 
clinic on Bombay railway station en route to the office, while a 
pair of newly-weds in Kerala have been liable to receive the 
nation’s gift parcel of 144 condoms neatly packed among all 
their other presents. In West Bengal, it is said that 433,000 men 
were sterilised in a couple of years recently. Yet it is typical of 
Calcutta’s awful capacity for wasting its resources that, although 
the red triangle may well be displayed on some of its walls, the 
symbol’s most noticeable appearance is on the back of the local 
telephone directory, where it can only engage the attention of 
those least in need of its message. A gloomy man might well 
think that even at its most effective the birth control programme, 
which didn’t start until 1967, has come far too late to save Cal¬ 
cutta from itself and its people. The city’s population had al¬ 
ready trebled between 1921 and 1961 and nothing that a state 
pledging itself to democracy can do is going to prevent more 
people arriving, even if they don’t reproduce when they settle 
here. The lack of homes was bad enough in 1952 for judges to be 
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tut-tutting when they had to pick their way between the five hun¬ 
dred or so employees who by then were permanently living in the 
corridors and upon the verandahs of the High Court, with their 
belongingsscattered all round that Gothic monument. Even at that 
stage, two decades ago, they could have hoped for nothing better. 

Any one of those five hundred men would presumably have 
been glad to occupy something in the area which ^consists of two 
rows of houses with a street seven yards wide between them; 
each row consists of what are styled back and front houses - that 
is, two houses placed back to back. There are no yards or out- 
conveniences; the privies are m the centre of each row, about a 
yard wide; over them there is part of a sleeping room; there is 
no ventilation in the bedrooms; each house contains two rooms, 
viz. a living place and a sleeping room above; each room is 
about three yards wide and four feet long. In one of these houses 
there are nine persons belonging to one family and the mother 
on the eve of her confinement. There are forty-four houses in 
the two rows ... in the centre of which is the common gutter, or 
more properly sink, into which all sorts of refuse is thrown; 
it is a foot in depth. Thus there is always a quantity of putrefy¬ 
ing matter contaminating the air.' 

The first sentence betrays the origin of that description, which 
is far removed from Calcutta. It comes from the pen of William 
Rayner, medical officer for Heaton Norris, Stockport, and it is 
part of Edwin Chadwick’s report on the sanitary conditions of 
the labouring population of Great Britain, which was presented 
to Parliament in 1842. From start to finish, if it is stripped of 
purely local terminology like references to *back and front 
houses’, Chadwick’s report can be. read as a document on the 
living conditions of the labouring population of Calcutta and 
district in 1970. Consider, for example, Mr Howell on the 
London parish of St Giles in 1842- *. . . upon passing through 
the passage of the first house, I found the yard covered with 
night-soil, from the overflowing of the privy, to the depth of 
nearly six inches, and bricks were placed to enable the inmates to 
get across dry-shod; in addition to this, there was an accumula¬ 
tion of filth piled up against the walls, of the most objectionable 
nature; the interior of the house partook something of the same 
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character, and discovering, upon examination, that the other 
houses were nearly similar, I found a detailed survey impractic¬ 
able, and was obliged to content myself with making general 
observations ... I am constantly shocked beyond all endurance 
at the filth and misery in which a large part of our population are 
permitted to drag on a diseased and miserable existence. I con¬ 
sider a large portion, if not the whole, of this accumulation of dirt 
and filth is caused by the bad and insufficient sewerage of the 
metropolis.’ All that might have been said with almost perfect 
accuracy of Howrah today, with its population of half a million 
and not a sewer between them. 

Nor is the menace of the bustees, and the disease that comes 
from them, a threat only to Calcutta and its people. When ex¬ 
perts from the World Health Organization were here in 1959, 
after a particularly bad outbreak of cholera, they discovered that 
although only just over a quarter of the population lived in 
bustees, something approaching half the cases of cholera in the 
city occurred in these slums. When they wrote their report they 
went on to remark that ‘the Calcutta area still forms the starting 
point for a long-distance spread of cholera. In the central part 
of this area (situated along the banks of the Hooghly River and 
the two canals arising from it) are located the terminals of the 
two principal railway systems which connect Calcutta with the 
rest of the country, and it is along their routes that the spread of 
the infection appears to occur ... In India, the region of endemic 
cholera falls within the State of West Bengal with its nucleus 
in Greater Calcutta and dominantly in the bustee population, ill 
provided with even elementary sanitary facilities. The cholera 
situation has great significance not only to West Bengal and all 
of India, but to the world at large.’ 

The Hooghly itself bedevils Calcutta here, almost as much as 
the city's primitive sanitation. The WHO report pointed out 
how alarmingly it had declined over the years as a source of 
water that was both drinkable and safe. The earliest pumping 
station at Chandpal Ghat was supplemented forty years later by 
a larger plant at Palta further upstream. At approximately the 
same time, the Ganga began its notorious change of current 
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towards the River Padma and the sea, and a by-product of this 
was the gradual creation of a sandbank between the mainstream 
and the River Bhagirathi, which itself flows into the Hooghly. It 
meant, eventually, that fresh water from the Ganga slopped 
over the top of the sandbank and downstream towards Calcutta 
only for the four monsoon months of the year when all the 
watercourses of Bengal were swollen with rains. It has effectively 
reduced the Hooghly almost to the condition of a long trench, 
blocked at one end by the sandbank, open at the other to the sea, 
with its contents merely sloshing backwards and forwards for 
two thirds of the year. The result is that sea water is gradually 
creeping higher and higher up the river. By 1940 the salt content 
of the water pumped out of the Hooghly at Palta had risen to 
380 parts per million of chlorides (the generally acceptable level 
for drinking water being 250 parts per million). By 1959 it had 
gone far beyond the tolerable limit for human consumption, to 
2,480 parts per million. This was not a consistent level; it de¬ 
pended upon the state of tides. But even when they were 
juggling with tidetables and pumping plant, the engineers at 
Palta in 1959 were unable to supply Calcutta with water at any 
time containing less than 800 parts of salt. 

Like everything else connected with this city, the situation has 
deteriorated since then. For a couple of years in the late sixties, 
indeed, all improvement works came to a standstill because the 
fifty-five members of the Calcutta Metropolitan Water Supply 
and Sanitation authority were locked in political combat. And 
the building ot the Farakka barrage, one hundred and sixty miles 
away North up the Ganga, to divert fresh water into the Hooghly 
among other things, has been miserably slow since it was first 
planned in 1954 because of hostility between India and Pakistan 
- which also has a stake in the Mother of the World. A scheme 
such as this was contemplated by Sir Arthur Cotton, the great 
irrigator of Madras, who foresaw grave dangers to the Port of 
Calcutta in 1858, when the Ganga was on the turn, who could 
see what a boon a great dam on the river might be; as it will. 
When the squabbling is done and Farakka is finished, whenever 
that may be, the intolerable salinity of the Hooghly will be 
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squirted safely downstream beyond the shipping at Garden 
Reach. Then there will only be sanitation to worry about. 

The shipping is having a hard time in the Hooghly these days, 
and Calcutta as always is suffering on account of both The same 
reduced flow of the sacred Ganga that lets the salt water in, also 
prevents the silt from running out. Millions of tons each year 
come rolling down from the river sources and none of it now 
reaches the mouth, as it once did, spreading and helping to create 
the delta. Instead it lies in the Hooghly and, below Calcutta, has 
to be expensively dredged every day of the year and even then 
inadequately. So much now lies in the Hooghly bed that not only 
have those sixteen sandbanks between city and sea arisen, but the 
river is generally so shallow that the tidal bores rush upstream 
every third day, where once they came only two or three times 
a year; and even in 1947 were experienced on only seventy 
days in a twelve-month, which is almost exactly half their pre¬ 
sent rate. The result is that a vessel proceeding into the Port of 
Calcutta up 125 miles of river, through the Lord Jim jungle, past 
the 76 lighted buoys, the 30 unlighted buoys, the 119 lighted 
shore marks, the three manned lightships and the two which have 
no crews, the lighthouse and the countless semaphore signals on 
either bank, will take 24 hours about it; and when it returns to 
the sea it will take anything between 36 and 44 hours, depending 
upon Its draft and the nerve of the pilot. It will only be able to 
move downstream at high tide, which comes m so fiercely that 
the vessel will have to move slowly and it will have to drop 
anchor between tides in deep water en route at Uluberia, Dia¬ 
mond Harbour, Kalpi or off Sagar. And no ship of ten thousand 
tons or atxDve can now get anywhere near Calcutta. Even those 
around the maximum permitted draft must plan their voyages 
to this part of the world with more meticulous care than any 
tramping company has ever been trained to, so that they can 
move in on each spring tide just after each new moon and each 
full moon. If they miss one of these, then there they are, stuck 
at anchor just offshore, for over a week at least. 

More and more traffic is thus being diverted from the once 
mighty Port of Calcutta. The sugar exporters now find it more 
economical to ship their cargoes out of Bombay or, just to the 
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North, from Kandla in Cutch. Oilcake, rice bran, minerals and 
ores are increasingly being trucked or railed half way to Madras 
to be put aboard ship at Vishakapatnam, where they have deep 
water in the harbour, with comparatively placid labour on the 
wharves into the bargain. Calcutta, this past few years, has been 
going the way of Patna and Satgaon, which were themselves 
once mighty ports upstream. If only the city can hang on a little 
longer, its maritime health may weU be restored. For, forty-five 
miles below the docks at Kidderpore, a new port is being slowly 
and laboriously constructed at Haldia. It is planned to take ves¬ 
sels of up to forty-five thousand tons and its wharves will be girt 
about with a complex of industry, including an oil refinery and 
a fertilizer factory which are to be set up by the Government in 
Delhi. No one expects it to function for years yet, but when it 
does, and when the Ganga again pours into the Hooghly along 
a canal much longer than the Suez Canal, it is possible that a 
great tide will have turned in the fortunes of Calcutta. 

Some people wonder if Calcutta can possibly live to see that 
day. Their nightmare is that before very long the management 
of this city will simply stop under the awful weight of humanity 
pressing its moving parts into the ground. There is a sense in 
which all the alarming words and images now generally applied 
to Calcutta, like disintegration, collapse, and breakdown, are 
somewhat misleading. These are things that could conceivably 
happen, that are visibly starting to happen, to society here; the 
possible fate of the urban structure itself is something much 
more akin to petrifaction, the end of a process similar to that 
which transforms once flourishing vegetation into solid coal 
under extreme pressure. If you look at Calcutta’s transport sys¬ 
tem today you can see, in the most obvious way, not only how 
this might happen, but some of the elements that are making 
it possible to happen. The preposterously sketchy communica¬ 
tion lines between the divided halves of this elongated metropolis 
provide the clearest example of all. Here is a collection of thirty- 
five municipalities bordering the Hooghly, with over five and a 
half million people on the Hast bank and more than a couple of 
million more on the West. Almost every one of those thirty-five 
sub-centres of people marks die spot where in the nineteenth 
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century a jute mill was built with a village and then a township 
swelling around it until the whole became fused into the solid 
mass of Greater Calcutta, stretching 30-odd miles along the 
river, from Bansberia in the North to Budge Budge in the South. 
There are still only two bridges crossing the Hooghly, to pull 
these two sprawling sides together; and the only one carrying 
railway lines is the one built forty years ago six miles upstream 
of the Howrah Bridge, though Howrah has one of the two 
main railway stations at the foot of its western approach and the 
other terminus a mile or so in a straight line from its eastern 
end. 

There is no riverside city in the world so badly off for river 
crossings. London, with a population only half a million or so 
greater than Calcutta’s, has sixteen bridges over the Thames; 
New York has sixteen bridges to serve a population approaching 
eleven millions. There are other cities even better off. Pittsburgh 
has sixteen bridges for 2,403,000 people, Rome has sixteen for 
2,160,000, Frankfurt has eleven for a population of only 671,624. 
To stand on the Howrah Bridge at any time is to feel that you 
are in the middle of some colossal refugee movement struggling 
to make headway against an impending doom; and these refugees 
are so bewildered by their plight that they are attempting to move 
in both directions at once. In 1947 it was estimated that 12,000 
motor vehicles alone crossed the bridge every day; by 1964 the 
figure had risen to 34,000; today it will be something over 40,000. 
On top of the motor traffic there is the traffic in bullock carts, 
handcarts, tramcars, bicycles and simply the endless stream of 
people; there are half a million pedestrians pushing and heaving 
their way over Howrah Bridge every day. Very often everything 
just locks into a solid jam in which nothing can move for hours. 
It is now not unknown for the multitudinous traffic of Howrah 
Bridge to seize up before noon and to stay that way until late 
in the evening, by which time the police have been called out not 
only to disentangle everything, but to charge with their lathis 
and their shields, to put down the riots that have broken out 
where there is enough room for dvil disturbance at each end of 
the bridge. The traffic in this city is now so overwhelmingly 
beyond Calcutta’s capacities that even on the widest arterial roads 
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the average peak-hour speeds are down to something between 
nine and fourteen miles per hour. And even at these crawlmg 
rates the number of accidents, particularly fatal accidents, rose 
by twenty per cent between i960 and 1965. 

Of all Calcutta’s traffic, the public transport vehicles are in the 
very worst condition. If you stand by the platform gates at the 
two main railway stations at Howrah and Sealdah during the 
incoming commuter hours, you sec something that makes the 
rush hours at Waterloo, at Victoria or at any of the other London 
termini seem no more than rather invigorating exercises in mass 
movement. The trains of Calcutta come in with their passengers 
immovable inside the carriages, hanging to the outsides of car¬ 
riages, and squatting upon most of the carriage roofs as well. 
Some of these commuters have been travelling thus for anything 
up to a couple of hours and the lucky ones are those on the out¬ 
side; those inside can have become so maddened by the suffo¬ 
cating conditions of a compartment whose temperature has risen 
to 120 degrees or so, that their journey into town has been punc¬ 
tuated by a series of claustrophobic knife fights, with the odd 
corpse left for the station staff to remove at the end of the line. 
The survivors have then to face a journey by tram or bus, as 
often as not, and conditions there are scarcely any better. 

If you detach yourself from the implications of what you 
are seeing, one of the more splendidly memorable sights of 
Calcutta is of any double-decker bus charging down Chowring- 
hee with a battered durability that must be both a grief and a 
pride to British Leyland, who have made it. The bus will be 
driven madly, for Chowringhee is one of the few places in this 
city where a man can put his foot hard down on the accelerator, 
as the bus drivers invariably do in relief from the rest of the 
frustrating day. Its bodywork will be heavily bashed with in¬ 
dentations of gleaming metal pocking the grimy red paintwork. 
Passengers will be standing hard up against each other on both 
top and bottom decks, and so many will be packed onto the 
platform that it will sway and surf only an inch or two above 
the roadway; half a dozen will have no more than a toehold on 
the platform’s rim, clasping each other’s shoulders to maintain 
position, disaster certain if the three men with a grip on the bus 
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itself should be prised loose. Occasionally die conductor has 
abandoned his own place in the vehicle and taken a seat on the 
nearside mudguard alongside his driver, from which position he 
enters into the spirit of the journey, waving his free arm in a 
gesture of attack, his money-bag streaming in the wind, uttering 
cavalry cries of exuberance or insanity. And from the back of 
this rollicking, swaying, dangerously canting museum piece, 
comes a long and billowing jet of thick black fumes. More 
frequently it will be obliged to proceed round the city at a jerking 
pedestrian pace and the black smoke from its exhaust will be 
aesthetically balanced by the white plume of steam from its 
radiator. Quite often, it will subside into immobility because of 
the totally imscheduled demands that have been made upon it. 
The Calcutta State Transport Corporation, which runs the 
double-deck buses, has 600 vehicles at its disposal; every day, be¬ 
tween 150 and 180 of them break down This is partly because of 
- 350 of the buses are a dozen years old or more - but at 
bottom it is because they are always overloaded, their engines 
strained far beyond their designed limits. The average load of a 
Calcutta bus, from the first one in the morning to the last 
one at night, is eighty-five passengers; if the number of vehicles 
were almost doubled this would merely bring down the average 
load to seventy passengers. The average load of a London bus is 
precisely seventeen people. 

The trams are scarcely in a better position. There are 360 of 
these belonging to the Calcutta Tramways Co. Ltd, still adminis¬ 
tered by a British manager, and between them they carry three- 
quarters of a million passengers a day in circumstances not 
greatly different from those of the buses. In four months of 1969 
there were 930 derailments because tracks had fractured and 
shifted out of line, or because the rims of tram wheels had worn 
down so much that the whole vehicle would swerve off into the 
road. There is never enough money, of course, to provide any¬ 
thing like the servicing of equipment that would be vital if even 
what Calcutta possesses were to be kept in effective condition. An 
impossible circle has developed in which the transport system is 
so overloaded that only a proportion of the revenue from fares 
can be collected, in which there is not enough revenue to help 
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to reduce the loads. It has been estimated that more than six 
thousand people come and go through Howrah Station every 
day without having bought a railway ticket, and no ticket in¬ 
spector on earth could possibly scrutinize everyone among the 
hordes who bear down on the gates as each train arrives; and 
conditions aboard the buses are such that it is remarkable when 
the conductors manage to collect any fares at all. The Tramways 
deficit was thought to be about Rs 10 million in 1969. The state 
bus undertaking was so beggared by the end of that year that 
not only was it running into a monthly deficit of Rs 2 million, 
but it was fast approaching the stage at which it would not be 
able to pay its men their wages; it was deeply in debt to the 
Indian Oil Corporation for fuel and lubricants, and it was going 
cap in heind to a provincial Government that was itself on the 
edge of collapse, for enough money to obtain a consignment of 
spare parts that had been held up at the docks until payment was 
forthcoming. The Government, for devious political reasons of 
its own as well as for any proper considerations of consequent 
hardship, was meanwhile refusing the bus authority permission to 
increase fares. 

Political factors, as we shall see, have played their own cal¬ 
culating part in adding to the chaos of Calcutta; they are deep in 
the middle of those interminable strikes of recent years which 
amounted, in West Bengal as a whole, to 60 per cent of all the 
man hours lost by industrial action in 1969 throughout India. 
They are therefore partly responsible for the decline in traffic 
from the Port of Calcutta by approximately 30 per cent between 
1965 and 1969, by which time it was functioning at only half its 
potential capacity. They are similarly culpable in the ominous 
run-down of West Bengal industry as a whole, whose income 
between 1961 and 1968 grew by only 26 per cent against a 
national average of 3 7 per cent, and where employment in fac¬ 
tories fell from 840,000 to 817,000 between 1966 and 1968 al¬ 
though the national average trend showed an increase of 10 per 
cent. Politics have doubtless even something to answer for in the 
case of the 3,219 trains which were abruptly brought to a stand¬ 
still m the Calcutta district during February 1969 because per¬ 
sons unknown had decided to pull their communication cords. 
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But even where px)litical action is clearly responsible for some 
further movement towards the ultimate petrifaction of the city, 
it is Itself merely a response to an intolerable situation which has 
slowly developed over a long period and which has been generally 
shaped by other agencies. 

The contemporary politics of Calcutta and West Bengal can 
scarcely be held responsible for conditions at the R. G. Kar Hos¬ 
pital, where patients lie on the floor because there are not enough 
beds, where dogs and goats are sometimes to be seen roaming 
through the wards, and where a casualty block whose foundation 
stone was laid in 1963 had still made no further progress towards 
completion by the end of the decade. They cannot be held re¬ 
sponsible for a water supply which by 1965 was supplying no 
more than twenty-eight filtered gallons per head of population 
each day, whereas in 1931 it had managed to produce 52 3 gal¬ 
lons for every person in the city. They cannot be held respon¬ 
sible for the lack of proper educational facilities which allows 
only sixty per cent of all children between the ages of six and 
eleven to attend school. They cannot be held responsible for the 
hopeless confusion which generally results from such a simple 
thing as trying to locate a particular address in a given street. 
Heaven knows how the postmen ever manage to deliver mail to 
its intended destinations along Lower Chitpore Road, for ex¬ 
ample, which is otherwise known as Rabindra Sarani. For along 
that frenetic thoroughfare No. 18 is found next door to No. 242, 
which then gives way to No. 156, which is succeeded by No. 45, 
which is followed by No. 260 - all on the same side of the road, 
which proceeds in the same haphazard fashion throughout its 
entire length. 

The truth is that years before Calcutta’s multitude of Commu¬ 
nist parties began to make their own devastating contribution to 
this city, the signs of its decline from supremacy were perfectly 
visible. Between 1951 and i960 the average daily employment 
in West Bengal’s registered factories increased by less than 5 per 
cent; in Maharashtra it grew by 45 per cent and in Gujerat by 13 
per cent. The number of scrips quoted on Calcutta Stock Ex- 
diange between 1947 and 1962 Increased by 12^ per cent, while 
in both Bombay and Madras the increase was about 100 per cent. 
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West Bengal, moreover, has been consistently starved of materials 
allocated to the Indian provinces by the Central Government in 
Delhi. In 1963 it received only ii 5 per cent of its assessed annual 
requirement of copper, only 7 per cent of its zinc assessment, 
only 17-5 per cent of its tin requirements, only 2-3 per cent of 
its lead allocation; both Maharashtra and Gujerat did substanti¬ 
ally better in each case. Aid from Delhi has become such a 
nefarious thing that when, at the end of 1969, there was news 
that Rs 400 millions might be allocated from Central funds for 
the relief of Calcutta alone under the national Fourth Plan, it 
was printed as a comparatively short story down the pages of 
the local newspapers, which had heard so many marvellous 
rumours of a similar kind so many times before that they pre¬ 
sumably assumed this one, too, was far too good to come to 
anything. 

On top of financial and other forms of starvation regulated by 
Delhi, the city still suffers from its deeply traditional aversion to 
taxing Its own wealth intelligently. In the financial year 1963-4, 
Bombay was levying Rs 54 for every man, woman and child in 
the city; Calcutta was collecting only Rs 20 that year. Since 
then, Bombay has been spending an average of Rs 35 millions 
each year on capital improvements; Calcutta has managed a 
bare Rs 15 millions. Yet in all the statistics that can be mustered 
to demonstrate and to measure the predicament of this city, the 
most telling one is that which shows how growth has diminished, 
how petrifaction has become an ultimate prospect. In the thirty 
years between 1931 and 1961, Bombay grew by 218 per cent, 
Delhi by 424 per cent, Madras by 167 per cent. Bangalore by 
288 per cent. In the same period, in spite of the vast numbers still 
heading for this overburdened stretch of the Hooghly, in spite of 
the threefold increase of people in Greater Calcutta, the city 
itself grew only 140 per cent. It was moving towards stasis 
a decade ago - or something else, just as dreadful. It cannot, in 
truth, take very much more of anything now. 

There has been very little to relieve Calcutta’s distress. Whatever 
good intentions and determined efforts may have come from 
Delhi, from the Government of West Bengal or from the Cor- 
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poration over the past few years, there is not much to show for 
the combination. The most chronic miseries of its people have 
more often than not been left to the totally inadequate concern 
of charitable organizations, in which the city is well endowed. 
Hinduism has spawned a great number of bodies like Siva Sakti 
Seva Samiti, whose members distribute drinking water in bustees 
or among the crowds attending festivities, who run schools, who 
arrange the cremation of corpses belonging to families too poor 
to purchase the necessary wood. Its various sects maintain a 
score or so of rest houses for pilgrims to the temples (the Muslims 
have half a dozen for their own faithful). It has produced the 
institute for student welfare and accommodation dedicated to 
Ramakrishna Paramahansa, who was a nineteenth century Brah¬ 
min given to ecstatic visions, a Franciscan figure whose most 
notable disciple was the Swami Vivekenanda, that rabble-rouser 
of the swadeshi days. From time to time secular relief organi¬ 
zations have appeared, like Mahanagar Parishad, which was 
started by an idealistic chartered accountant inspired by the 
American New Frontier, which for three years manned dis¬ 
pensaries and bustee night schools, lobbied officialdom for 
mechanical necessities of life, and tried to teach poor people 
some elements of self-help; and which finally died of exhaustion 
itself. It seems perverse to single out the most alien body of all 
as an example of what charity has done where government has 
so far failed; except that Mother Teresa’s Missionaries of Charity 
have almost certainly been more effective than any other welfare 
organization in Calcutta, and that this is one of the only two 
points at which the conscience of the Western rich has been tap¬ 
ped to any noticeable degree in an effort to relieve the worst of the 
poverty. 

Mother Teresa had been quietly grafting away in the city long 
before Malcolm Muggeridge (who once worked here as a journal¬ 
ist for The Statesman) introduced her to the television audiences 
of Britain. She is an Albanian who came to Calcutta in 1928, 
when she was eighteen and known as Agnes Gonxha Bojaxhiu, 
to join the Irish Loreto Sisters in their teaching convent off 
Park Street. By 1950 she had concluded that prayer and cate¬ 
chism were simply not enough for any nun to be offering to her 
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God and her pupils in this bedevilled place and so she started her 
own order after picking up a woman from the pavement who had 
been attacked by rats. Twenty years later she commanded what 
was by then probably the most flourishing religious order in 
Christendom. At a time when convents and monasteries through¬ 
out the world were becoming alarmed not only at the small 
trickle of people coming in to test their vocations but at the 
increasing flow of religious who were simply abandoning their 
vows and walking out, the Missionaries of Charity numbered 
246 fully professed sisters, 130 novices who had tasted the life 
and were waiting to take their final vows, 90 postulants who were 
waitmg to commit themselves to the novitiate and another 59 
aspiring young women simply waiting to get in when the order 
could afford to have them - recruiting figures that would turn 
any Benedictine Abbess or any other missionary superior puce 
with envy. Apart from the base camp in Calcutta, there were 
twenty-four branch houses spread across India and another four 
already established in other countries; and the order has con¬ 
tinued to expand since then. The twentieth century has seen only 
one comparable phenomenon, significantly inspired by much the 
same variety of Christian philosophy, and that was the much 
earlier foundation and growth of Charles de Foucauld's Little 
Brothers and Sisters of Jesus. 

The convent stands on Lower Circular Road, not far from 
that series of shops and pavement tradmg posts whose commerce 
is almost completely in bits and pieces of motor bikes and kindred 
ironmongery. In any light half as intense as Calcutta’s it would 
be pretty bleak-looking, for it is a drab grey on the outside, 
pierced by small square windows, and the only decoration is the 
hammer and sickle someone has whitewashed on the wall next to 
a slogan left over from the last election - “Vote for UF. Stop 
lockout and automation’. Visitors go down the narrow passage 
alongside, pull a piece of string dangling by the door, a tin can 
rattles, and instantly the door is opened by a girl who sits there 
and does nothing else all day. In a courtyard, twenty or thirty 
nuns are dhobying linen in a row of buckets. From a row of 
windows along one side of the yard you can hear the voice of 
Sister Joseph, soon to fly to Venezuela to rake charge of the house 
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there, but for the moment instructing a classroom of novices in 
the peculiar philosophy of these surroimdings. ‘Let the poor eat 
you up, is Mother’s motto’, she is telling them. She used to be an 
accounting clerk and a piano teacher in Southampton, herself, 
before she gave it up for this. There are maybe a dozen or so 
women who have come out from Europe to join the missionaries 
here. The rest are Indians. None of them can have an expectation 
of life much greater than those of the people who live in Calcut¬ 
ta's bustees. They are exposed to every disease in the city, they 
work preposterous hours, they are not encouraged to spare them¬ 
selves. The German doctor-sister at the dispensary down the 
road, who has been drugging, inoculating and plastering for 
most of a sweltering day without benefit of fans, is soaked in 
sweat and pasty with fatigue. Not one of the Europeans looks 
very healthy. The Indians merely look placid, but they succumb, 
too; they buried one a few days ago, after it had been discovered 
too late that the playful puppy which nipped her in a bustee was 
rabid. 

Mother Teresa herself looks a bit shrunken, a small person 
with an olive face much wrinkled like a nutmeg. She has dark 
brown eyes which can twinkle disarmingly and nothing about her 
suggests the toughness that is there, or the will-power which 
no founder of a religious order has yet been known to manage 
without. She may well be a woman of whim on close acquaint¬ 
ance; you can drop in unexpectedly one day and discover upon 
the anteroom table, alongside the thumping hidebound Bible, 
a paperback volume entitled ‘Fun Lover’s Guide to Surprising 
Amsterdam’. She smiles when provoked to it, but she is mostly 
very serious, very quiet and there is no energy in her handshake. 
She says ‘Thank God’ a lot, as the Irish do, by way of breaking 
up her sentences rather than in pious reflection: ‘It’s a lovely 
day, thank God, and you’ve just arrived, thank God, and very 
soon I shall have to leave you and be off, thank God .. .* There is 
nothing at all pious about her. She simply recites the details of 
the convent’s work, talks about the condition of the poor, all of 
it nearly in a monotone with a sad little nod of the head when 
she comes to some particularly frightful incident. She becomes 
a little frosty if anyone inquires what the conversion rate is 
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among the people she works for. She tries to convey as delicately 
as possible, beneath a dutiftil colour print of the Pope, 
that the conversion of souls in any orthodox sense deter¬ 
mined by the Vatican is rather beside the point she is attempting 
to make. 

The point is clear enough in the shed at Nirmal Hriday, where 
people are dying in a scrap of dignity, surrounded by much care 
and attention; it is evident out at Dhapa, where the lepers are 
encouraged to struggle on with their mutilations, to hope for 
something that might eventually matter more to them than the 
ostracisms of society. At the dispensary just down the road from 
the convent, the point seems to be that a lot of sick people are 
being inoculated, cajoled into taking medicines of which they 
may be suspicious, occasionally scolded for failing to take pills 
as prescribed, because that is what you do when you have some 
medical training and a few resources and when you are con¬ 
fronted with sick people. There are always long queues waiting 
by the dispensary gates; Hindus one day, Muslims the next, 
Christians after that, rotated in segregated groups so that there is 
a little order in all the city’s chaos, and to reduce the risk of a 
sister perpetrating some unthinking religious offence upon a 
patient. At the orphanage the point of the exercise appears to be 
that if you hear the mew of a kitten upon a garbage heap one day 
and, on investigating, discover that it is not a kitten but a very 
new baby shaped and sized like a wizened rat, you bring it back 
and try to rear it out of pre-natal malnutrition so that it will be 
strong enough to face existence in Calcutta, rather than let it 
perish almost quietly within the hour. Mother Teresa’s sisters 
wouldn’t understand if anyone asked why. They probably 
wouldn’t be shocked, either, for Calcutta can immunize a human 
being against some conditions just as steadily as it can infect him 
with others. 

It is difficult to judge how Calcutta regards Mother Teresa and 
her missionaries. They are reported warmly and respectfully in 
The Statesman from time to time but civic leaders ignore them 
almost completely. Some years ago there was a great fuss and 
considerable cries of outrage because on one of her trips to 
Europe Mother Teresa had seemed to imp'y that there were more 
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unmarried mothers in the city than Calcutta wished to acknow¬ 
ledge. The missionaries acquired Nirmal Hriday with something 
approaching the blessing of Kalighat next door because, when a 
couple of the Kalighat priests became destitute and half dead 
themselves. Mother Teresa was the only person in sight who took 
any notice of them; but at the beginning of 1970 there was 
angry talk in the neighbourhood about a house of pestilence on 
its collective doorstep and the nuns were told that the sooner 
they found premises elsewhere in Calcutta, the sooner the 
Kalighat quarter of the city would be pleased. But the nuns have 
never been molested. Even alongside Kali’s most sacred temple, 
which might be the most unpleasant place here for any Christian 
flaunting his own faith, these unmistakable women in the blue- 
trimmed white saris come and go in their truck or on foot, with 
only the inescapable band of beggars occasionally approaching 
them Perhaps the word has gone further round Calcutta than 
anyone might think, that they really are almost as poor as any¬ 
one No sister possesses anything but two saris and one bucket. 
She IS materially very much better off than anyone in a bustee 
only insofar as her own compound is spotless, and properly 
drained, and m her assurance that her ration of gruel and rice 
and fish w’lll come to her eyery day. 

Quite remarkable sums of money are now raised in the West, 
together with ambulances (which the Indian Government makes 
a cuiiously longwinded fuss about before alloiving the vehicles 
into the country). Most of it comes from Mother Teresa Com¬ 
mittees scattered across the Catholic communities of the wealthy 
world, the British supporters alonfi raised £33,000 in 1969. It is 
all deployed with calculating thrift. The convent on Lower 
Circular Poad and its outposts around the city may well be the 
onlv places in Calcutta where absolutely nothing is wasted. 
Peor»le who have made contact with the sisters are apt to turn 
every item of junk over to them before leaving for England, as 
well as their spare enterovioform and aspirin, for they have been 
given clearly to understand that these women can find a use for 
anything at all; empty bottles are invaluable for storing boiled 
and therefore decontaminated water and old matchboxes are 
splendid for issumg pills to outpatients. There were 111,000 of 
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those at the dispensary in 1969; another statistic from Calcutta, to 
be added to 143 abandoned children in the orphanage, the 13,000 
lepers, the 1,250 wrecks who had passed through Nirmal Hriday. 
And this city needs much more than charity. 

It has something more than that in the Calcutta Metropolitan 
Planning Organization. For the past few years this has been the 
one excuse for hope that Calcutta might just avoid its ultimate 
civic disaster without a political upheaval that would almost 
surely be accompanied by a massacre as frightful as the one of 
1946, or even worse. The origins of the CMPO be in that mission 
from the World Bank and the earlier exploration of water sup¬ 
plies and sanitation by the World Health Organization. The mis¬ 
sion was highly critical of Delhi’s failure to appreciate Calcutta’s 
predicament even in the Third Five Year Plan, which had not 
then been put into operation. Its report said that *it is essential, 
first, that the Central Government should accept a direct and 
special financial responsibility for the improvement of conditions 
in the city, and second, that the provincial and municipal 
authorities should co-operate in establishing an effective body to 
carry through an enlarged programme of municipal reconstruc¬ 
tion and improvement.’ Very tactfully, the mission said that *the 
Corporation of Calcutta has neither the power nor the financial 
resources to cope with the staggering problems of the city. The 
annual municipal revenue is restricted to the paltry sum of about 
Rs 85 millions - a good deal less than Bombay, which is a smaller 
dty. The Government of India tends to regard this problem as 
wholly the concern of the Government of West Bengal which, 
in turn, is struggling with many other difficulties and must 
respond to a legislature that inadequately represents the interests 
of the urban areas. The very magnitude of the challenge that 
Calcutta presents to the conscience and political commonsense 
of those in authority no doubt in part explains the inadequacy of 
the response. Everybody admits that more ought to be done about 
it. Nobody is ready to do it.’ 

That was the CMPO’s chartw. Before the World Bank re¬ 
ported, a scheme had already been prepared for the reclamation 
of three and a half square miles of salt marsh on the city’s eastern 
edge, where between fifty thousand and a hundred thousand 
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families might eventually be rehoused; a very sketchy start had 
been made to the construction of a new highway from Howrah 
to industrial Durgapur. Apart from those two things, every 
thoughtful step forward that has been taken in Calcutta since 
1961 has been taken by the CMPO. It is a cosmopolitan organi¬ 
zation more than it is a metropolitan one. It is administered 
entirely by Indians, very largely staffed by Indians, most of them 
Bengalis, but it has also relied heavily from the start upon a num¬ 
ber of foreign consultants. If has been supplied with funds from 
the Central Government in Delhi and the West Bengal Govern¬ 
ment in Calcutta, but it has also been supported by the Ford 
Foundation, which by 1969 had contributed five million dollars 
as well as recruiting some of the best available experts from the 
United States and Europe to come and work in Calcutta. Their 
numbers have varied from time to time for several reasons. At one 
stage there were twenty-one of them in the city, at another only 
five. Either the money was running out of the current budget or 
the provincial Communist government was campaigning against 
the Ford Foundation or an individual now and then simply be¬ 
came discouraged by the terrible inertia of the official machinery 
of India, by the almost total lack of progress anywhere except on 
paper. 

The ones who have stayed have developed a very fierce loyalty 
to the city, marvelling at the patience of its people, scorning 
outsiders who dismiss it as an appalling mess beyond redemption, 
doggedly determined to see the thing through to whatever the 
end might be. They have been working in what would be re¬ 
garded as quite intolerable circumstances anywhere else in the 
world. Their offices just off Lower Chitpore Road, situated where 
they cannot possibly forget the magnitude and the nature of 
Calcutta’s basic problems, are as bare and totally functional as 
a military command post just behind the trenches. They have 
been gheraoed, even knocked about once or twice by mobs. Their 
families have been badly frightened by political violence on the 
way home from school, on the way to the cinema, even sitting 
at home in the evening. Not one of them has shown the slightest 
bitterness in return. They have instead acquired the most pain¬ 
fully developed conscience of the rich in all Calcutta. They very 
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nearly draw lots now if there is a new visitor to be guided 
through his first bustee, for they do not care to parade them¬ 
selves yet again before people whose circumstances are no better 
than they were years ago, when the planners first came to their 
aid; and the guided tour of Calcutta’s slums is just a little bit 
like turning over a stone in a stagnant pond to see what is wrigg¬ 
ling underneath. They write memoranda to Ford, suggesting 
that conventional American automobiles might well be replaced 
with something more modest, like Volkswagen, because the Olds- 
mobile does invite unpleasant attention and because it has begun 
to seem offensive to the planners themselves. 

There is scarcely anythmg on the ground to show for almost 
a decade of the CMPO, nothing to suggest that the necessary 
miracle is at last being wrought in this city. The highway has 
proceeded on its unsteady way towards Durgapur and, beyond 
the penitentiary housing blocks of Maniktala, the grey wasteland 
of the reclamation which you observe from incoming aircraft, 
still stretches away in an almost empty plateau of compressed 
refuse towards the eastern swamps, signposted on its edges as 
Salt Lake City. The major achievement of the CMPO is its 
Basic Development Plan, the blueprint for a miracle which was 
finished in 1966 and which has been awaiting measurable action 
ever since. 

The prospect it held out for Calcutta was exciting. It foresaw 
the day when there could be a genuine linear city stretching 
along both banks of the Hooghly here, in place of the sprawling 
mess which is almost totally devoid of services along most of its 
length today (for no jute mill owner dreamed of laying drain¬ 
pipes in the nineteenth century when he started the nucleus of a 
township). There would be two anchorholds for the people of 
this vast commimity. One would be the existing twins of Cal¬ 
cutta city and Howrah themselves; the other would be to the 
North, where the townships of Bansberia and Kalyani would be 
developed and joined into one urban centre supporting as many 
people as now live in Copenhagen, Chungking or Naples. Even 
today the makings of this vision can be seen in Kalyani, for 
uniquely it is a recent township built around textiles, engineering, 
paper-making and distilling ; it has a planned road system and. 
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marvellously, it has space. To the North of the linear city, express 
motorways and improved railways would sweep away to the 
Indian Ruhr around Durgapur, Asansol and the other heavy 
engineering towns. To the South, modern lines of communica¬ 
tion would flow down to the new port of Haldia. In between 
Kalyani and Haldia, those two exemplary visions of the future. 
Greater Calcutta would very gradually be made endurable for 
all its people. 

This was not a document produced by dreamers. It was in the 
first place an exact measurement of every problem in sight. It 
calculated to the last half gallon just how much unfiltered water 
the slum dwellers of Cossipore were getting in 1961 compared 
with 1931* It was the CMPO plan which produced the famous 
projection of twelve million people living here by 1986. At the 
outset it stated that ‘The extreme urgency of the present situation 
of Calcutta and its region is such ... that the search for new 
ideas and new techniques must be tempered by the need for 
immediate action. Calcutta cannot wait for a perfect plan.’ So 
the CMPO produced a strategy to be put into action by stages 
over two decades, well aware of the fact that towards the end 
of any twenty-year period in Calcutta a great number of early 
calculations would be demonstrably unrealistic. Its emphasis 
from start to finish was on flexibility, making no large assump¬ 
tions about what any government would or would not do, but 
developing a machinery for application in the field under any 
political philosophy. It was rigid only in its selection of early 
priorities. And, overwhelming as some of the earliest tasks would 
appear to anybody preparing to tackle them, the planners were 
confident enough to suggest that ‘with the combined and con¬ 
centrated efforts of Government, private industry and commerce, 
and of voluntary organizations, a steady progressive improve¬ 
ment in the situation can be accomplished, leading to cumulative 
and dramatic change in the urban environment of Calcutta 
within a generation.* 

The very first priority was to stop things getting even worse 
than they were when the CMPO was devised. The planners 
pointed out that it would be completely unrealistic to assume 
that the bustee dwellers could be rehoused in decent, safe and 
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sanitary pukka buildings within a decade, except in very limited 
numbers. Before they could be rehoused, there would have to be 
space in which to rehouse them, and space is die rarest thing of 
all in Calcutta. The first step must therefore be reform of land- 
use, beginning with the compulsory purchase of all bustee lands. 
Once the civic authorities or the government took possession of 
the bustees, the slum improvement agency would then move in 
and provide the minimally acceptable requirements in the way 
of water supply, drainage and lighting. And there the bustee 
dwellers would remain for quite a while longer, still shockingly 
over-crowded but at least living in approximately healthy con¬ 
ditions for the first time since they were bom. The planners 
proposed that simultaneously the authorities should seize any 
vacant land that became available and merely furnish it with a 
network of services; after that, they should allow people to move 
in and build their own makeshift dwellings as so many of them 
have had to do ever since they came to the city, without benefit 
of any services at all. The CMPO plan estimated that if these 
suggestions were promptly carried out in 1966, half a million 
people in Calcutta and Howrah would by 1971 be provided with 
paving, lighting, sewerage, safe water jioints and communal 
bathhouses for one sixteenth of what it would cost to mount an 
orthodox slum clearance programme. Meanwhile, the authorities 
could spend the bulk of their available funds where they were 
most needed, in the improvement of the existing water supply 
for the entire community to a tolerable safety level, in the begin¬ 
ning of three new townships to siphon some of the population 
from the most congested areas, in the conversion of the ghastly 
service privies to sanitary latrines, in the first steps towards a 
rapid transit S3rstem to prevent Calcutta from choking itself with 
Its own traffic. 

Scarcely a bride has been shifted. The bustees remain more or 
less as they were when the CMPO plan was composed. There 
was a time in 1962 when it took a thousand men of the National 
Volunteer Force, together with a hundred five-ton lorries a 
month to help the regular Corporation cleansing staff remove 
accumulated garbage from the streets of Calcutta; in November 
1970, it took a hundred and sixty five-ton lorries the whole of 
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one night, from dusk to breakfast, to remove the accumulated 
garbage from just one stretch of Strand Road by the Old Mint. 
That is a measurement of progress in Calcutta. At the beginning 
of 1969 the men of the CMPO were convinced that at last some 
of their plans might shortly be put into practice. It had just been 
announced that a new budget had been concocted, producing 
Rs 800 millions from the combined resources of the Central 
Government, the West Bengal Government and the local business 
community, who were prepared to advance one quarter of the 
total sum at the unprecedented interest rate of a mere five per 
cent. Nothing ever came of it, partly because the businessmen 
took fright at the election of a chiefly Communist West Bengal 
Government and withdrew their offer. There was subsequently 
much talk of a start being made on the CMPO’s rapid transit 
plan for a circular railway round the centre of the city. A few 
months later, it was announced that this plan had been aban¬ 
doned once and for all, and that instead Calcutta was going to 
have an Underground railway. This idea had been toyed with 
once before. In 1949 a French firm had investigated the possi¬ 
bility and decided that it was impracticable, largely because of 
Calcutta’s notoriously soggy foundations. Finnish engineers, 
however, had now advised that an Underground was possible, a 
contract had been signed with a team of Russian experts to render 
further assistance and it was promised that soon there would be 
Underground stations at Kalighat, at Sealdah railway terminus 
and in Dalhousie Square. Moreover, tenders might soon be called 
for the construction of another crossing of the Hooghly not far 
from the Howrah Bridge. 

None of this has been in accordance with the priorities of a 
development plan which produced some credible solutions to an 
incredible situation. The planners have continued to draft their 
more detailed steering orders for Calcutta. They have flown to 
Delhi every few months to lobby the authorities there; they have 
returned to lobby authorities in the Writers’ Building or in the 
Raj Bhavan almost every other day. They have devised simplified 
equipment that peasant workmen might use effectively to rebuild 
this city, they have demonstrated it to the people in whose hands 
the rebuilding really lies; and these people have sat in rows in 
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bleak sheds on blazing days, nodding gravely, murmuring en¬ 
couragement, applauding warmly, departing calmly with fresh 
sheaves of documents which they will possibly never read. No¬ 
thing has really changed. No one who has seen what has not been 
accomplished since the CMPO was created can easily share its 
most splendidly visionary moments now. ‘The rebirth of Cal¬ 
cutta,’ wrote the authors of the plan some years ago, ‘and the 
emergence of a flourishing new river metropolis demand a heroic 
effort But the potential reward is great, for this is a metropolis 
that can become one of the world’s foremost urban centres.’ 

A kind of heroic effort, in fact, was )ust gaming momentum 
as the plan was being shuffled together. Alen who had grown 
weary of waiting for Calcutta to become merely tolerable were 
even given an opportunity to accomplish the vision. They pro¬ 
moted fear more than anything else. 
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The origins of Communism in India are scarcely more than a 
quarter of a century behind those of Europe. At least one com¬ 
mentator has seen a strike of Bombay textile workers in 1908 as 
deriving from the doctrines of Karl Marx, though it was not for 
another decade that the British could be absolutely certain that 
this pernicious new philosophy had spread to their Indian 
Empire. The Communist Party of India was founded in Tash¬ 
kent in 1920 by expatriates who had usually struggled on foot 
across some of the bleakest country on earth to get away from the 
strictures of British rule. One of the early leaders, Muzzafar 
Ahmad - ancient, ailing, almost bedbound in Ballygunge, and 
clearly en route to his place in the great Bengali pantheon - 
remembers one such group slogging over the Hindu Kush moun¬ 
tains to Tirmiz in Soviet Tadzhikistan, where a military band of 
the Red Army played them aboard a train for Tashkent and its 
new Indian Military School, which specialized in teaching politi¬ 
cal philosophy and the mechanics of the machine gun. At home 
that year, the All India Trade Union Congress was founded with 
a strong and militant left wing, and from then on Communism 
became a very active ingredient in the turbulence of British 
India. Within twelve months it had inspired an industrial strike. 
In 1927 it brought the Bombay textile workers out for eight 
months. In 1930 it produced a serious riot in Calcutta after a 
railway strike there. It was seen to be at the bottom of the Meerut 
conspiracy case, which sent twenty-two men to prison after a 
long trial. By 1933 the exasperated British had decided to outlaw 
the CPI and it remained underground until 1942, when its 
leaders were released from gaol after agreeing to make common 
cause against fascism. 

What they did next partly explains why Communism has 
made comparatively little headway in India, which many out- 
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siders find remarkable in view of the country’s appalling and 
endemic poverty alongside its grotesque and overwhelming ex¬ 
amples of wealth. The British had sent Stafford Cnpps to India 
in 1942 to parley with its Congress leaders in an effort to get the 
country wholly behind the war effort against the Japanese. 
Cripps, who was virtually repeating an offer made a couple of 
years previously, proposed greater Indian representation on the 
Viceroy’s executive council after the war, together with a local 
voice in the organization of the war effort. Congress, bent on 
post-war independence and nothing less, turned it down The 
CPI leaders not only supported Cnpps and refused to touch the 
Quit India campaign of Congress, but had the satisfaction of 
watching Mr Gandhi and his colleagues restored to prison cells 
which they themselves had only just vacated. 

They were to pay for this treachery. From the moment of 
Independence they began to fight the new Indian Government 
for pandering to Anglo-American imperialism, and they were 
responsible for outbreaks of terrorism in West Bengal, m Madras, 
m Uttar Pradesh and in Bombay. In February 1948, they played 
host in Calcutta to what was described as a South-East Asia 
Youth Conference under the auspices of such bodies as the 
World Federation of Democratic Youth, which turned out to be 
nothing less than the final and joint planning operation for the 
Communist uprisings shortly to begin in Burma, Malaya, and 
Indonesia. By April, the CPI was outlawed for a second time 
and Its leaders remained in totally Indian prisons until 1950 at 
least, though the detainees in Bengal were not released until the 
following year, after a ruling by the Calcutta High Court. With 
terrorism added to treachery and with leaders cut off from their 
supporters, the party membership throughout India fell from 
ninety thousand in 1948 to twenty thousand a couple ot years 
later. Yet by 1957 the CPI had revived enough to win an elec¬ 
tion in Kerala; twenty months later its government was dismissed 
by Delhi, in accordance with the Indian Constitution, for being 
unable to maintain law and order in the state. Given the all- 
Indian factors weighted against the success of Communism, even 
a fairly short reign was a triumph. 

No other land and people can offer such difficult ground as 



310 


CALCUTTA 


this one for anyone demanding unity and solidarity of effort 
from his supporters. Always, and however you examine India 
and its people, there are infinite conflicts of loyalty, of belief, 
of life style, of regional and self-interest; they all go very deep 
and they all run fiercely strong. Nothing could be more dis¬ 
couraging or shocking to a good international Communist than 
the effect of Indian linguistic antagonisms, for example, on the 
communications of Indian Communism. When the CPI organ¬ 
ized its national peasant congress at Barasat, in 1970, every 
speech made by delegates from Bihar, Bombay, Rajasthan, 
Kerala, the Punjab and all other comers of the republic, was 
made first of all in English which, according to the literature of 
the congress, was the language of notorious despots and mer¬ 
chant-pirates. The speech was then translated several times over. 
When asked why the first version was not delivered in Hindi, 
which a majority of delegates would have understood as well as 
they understand English, and possibly better, shrewd party men 
said that if Hindi had been made the official language of the con¬ 
gress, the South Indian delegates would have walked out in pro¬ 
test against the implicit insult offered their own Tamil. 

The fact that India has always been fundamentally a peasant 
society and is still predominantly a peasant nation, is yet another 
counterpoise to the advance of Communism which, until fairly 
recently, concentrated its efforts among industrial workers. Yet 
in Calcutta, the party made much slower progress than anyone 
with a knowledge of conditions there would think possible. 
It suffered, paradoxically, because its local leaders were Bengalis 
and inevitably conducted themselves as such. Not only did they 
fight against the partition of their province at Independence on 
the traditional grounds of Bengali nationalism, but they rooted 
their organization within the local trade unions among Bengalis, 
which meant that they were basing themselves upon a minority 
of the labour force; only one sixth of the dock workers in Cal¬ 
cutta, for example, are Bengalis. Apart from disbanding, they 
could not have done very much more to help Congress to rule 
without a break for the first two decades of Independence. 

First there was the Government of B. C. Roy, once a brilliant 
surgeon who entered politics under the patronage of C. R. Das 
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and his Swaraj Party in the 1920s; then there was the Govern¬ 
ment of P. C. Sen, who once advised people to eat green bananas 
if they could not obtain rice, which would have been rather less 
helpful to them than Marie Antoinette’s cake. But throughout 
those twenty years there was, above all, always in the background 
the lurking figure of Atulya Ghosh, a Bengali Tammany boss 
with a picturesque black eyepatch (legacy of a disease contracted 
in a British Indian prison) who, when not manipulating people 
and politics in city and state, was frequently to be found camou¬ 
flaged behind his current subscription copy of the Times Literary 
Supplement. Between them, these three Congress leaders and 
their henchmen gradually made it inevitable that Communism, 
its own enormous handicaps notwithstanding, would run Cal¬ 
cutta and West Bengal according to any prescriptions it cared to 
offer. 

Apart from the hopeless poverty and the nauseating wealth, 
together with a certain incompetence in administration, there 
was the corruption. Governor Casey had confessed himself ‘ap¬ 
palled by the hold which bribery and corruption had taken on the 
public, and on the subordinate ranks of the administration*, not 
long before the British left. There was an occasion in 1945 when 
the Government of Bengal was beaten by a snap vote during a 
budget debate ‘by reason of twenty Government supporters cross¬ 
ing the floor, a manoeuvre engineered by a Muslim with ambi¬ 
tions to get into the Ministry. A lot of money was said to have 
passed and it was clear beyond doubt that it had. The individual 
who engineered it was frank enough to let it be known that he 
would repeat the performance the next day unless he were told 
that he would be given a place in the Ministry.’ 

The Biswas Commission, which looked into the workings of 
Calcutta Corporation shortly after Independence, reported in 
1950 that instances of corruption were to be discovered ihrough- 
out the municipal organization. So many people appeared to be 
involved, or under some obligation to those who were involved, 
that the members of the commission found fewer witnesses pre¬ 
pared to give them evidence than the> expected. All the same, 
they compiled a dossier so damaging to men of influence that it 
is perhaps not surprising the authorities shrank from publishing 
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it in the end. Late in 1947, for example, the Government had 
ordered a sample survey to be made of rating assessments in the 
city. The commissioners found that, generally, assessments had 
been undervalued by half and in some cases by up to eighty per 
cent. *A well-known house in Calcutta, for instance, was in the 
occupation of the Secretary of State for India in Council. He 
occupied a part on Rs 3,000 a month, and the remainder was in 
the occupation of a limited company. Rs 2,000 a month was the 
actual rent, and the annual value was computed on that footing. 
There is no doubt that if, on the average, half the actual rent was 
taken as the actual value, described as based on the actual rent, the 
Assessing Inspector assisted in the undervaluation and he could 
not have done so unless someone made it worth his while to do 
so. The Assessing Inspector draws a salary of Rs 60 rising to Rs 
185. We have seen no case in which the figure he had put down 
as the annual figure was increased.* 

The commission found that *No Assessing Inspector has ever 
been pimished for dishonest assessment, even when this was 
manifest. The flats at 6, Bishop Lefroy Road, have an interesting 
feature. In respect of these flats the tenants mentioned the rents. 
In each case a lesser figure was adopted as annual value, appar¬ 
ently because the owner was a Councillor, not on the theory of 
reasonable rent.* There were even instances of reduction in assess¬ 
ment, such as that in the case of a garden house in Buttoknsto 
Pal Lane. ‘In the first quarter of 1944-5, Assessor valued the 
building at old rates and valued the land at Rs 2,250 per kottah, 
and allowed thirty-six per cent as depreciation on the value of the 
buildings estimated at the old rate, all obviously intended to 
reach as low a figure as possible. . . The Deputy Executive 
Officer 11 reduced it to Rs 1,275 as Lump Sum reduction (which 
means a reduction on no special ground). The owner is an in¬ 
fluential Councillor.* 

The commission was suspicious of the public health depart¬ 
ment, too. ‘In May 1948, Food Inspector Dr Daud sent thirty 
samples to the laboratory and against only two the result noted is 
“adulterated**. Against the rest flie column was blank and on the 
day of his examination he put down the word “good** in each 
of the blanks as though all the samples were good and only two 
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bad. If that was so, the true position would seem to be that Dr 
Daud is an adept at securing “good” samples, and everyone who 
lives in Calcutta knows that out of the articles from which he 
has taken the samples (milk, dahi, butter, ghee, mustard oil etc.) 
it would be hard to find a single one in Calcutta that is not 
adulterated.’ There was another racket in the New Market. ‘On 
5 March 1946 the Public Utilities and Markets Committee 
sanctioned settlement of what was called the Chhota Chandney 
at the South-west corner of the Vegetable Chandney with Sheik 
Amjadali for the opening of a hotel. The Chhota Chandney, 
with four doors and measuring 1,636 sq. ft, was numbered as 
stall No. 40 of Block H. There were seventeen applicants for the 
stall, which was put to auction. The settlement was made with 
Sheik Amjadali for an initial rent of Rs 17,000 and a daily rent of 
Rs 30, calculated on the basis of the usual rate of Rs 50 per too 
sq. ft. of floor space per month plus ten per cent increase as per 
resolution of the committee meeting dated 17 March 1945. On 
26 March 1946, without any application from the party and 
without calling for any report from the department, the com¬ 
mittee, on the motion of Councillor Mr Md Rafique, reduced 
the daily rent from Rs 30 to Rs 15.’ 

The report continues along those lines for six chapters before 
it begins to analyse the merely inadequate though not necessarily 
dishonest workings of the Corporation. It reviews the racket run 
by the councillor who was trying to get stallholders evicted from 
one market to another, where they would become his tenants; 
it notes the curious reappearance of thirty-five cases of tinned 
butter after reaching the District Health Inspector for destruc¬ 
tion because they were judged unfit for consumption; it remarks 
upon the workings of a Law Department which allowed some 
very rich people to remain unsummoned for arrears of rates a full 
fifteen years after the summonses had actually been drawn up 
ready for serving; it reviews many similar things besides. 

And while the Biswas Commission was investigating a Cor¬ 
poration dominated by Congress councillors, other abuses were 
mounting in the name of the Congress Ministers of West Bengal 
and their supporters. These were not to become public knowledge 
until 1967, when the Communists at last gamed power in the 
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State and swiftly opened the accounts as a piece of highly effective 
propaganda. Quite apart from the nepotism that had been 
obvious to many people for a couple of decades, there had been 
financial swindling on a gigantic scale in the year preceding the 
election; something over Rs 43 millions was involved. This was 
the amount that had been budgeted for the relief of the poor and 
distressed in the 24 Parganas, in the Bankura, Purulia and Mid- 
napore districts of West Bengal that year. It had been spent 
through local government bodies whose chairmen and vice- 
chairmen were in each case Congressmen. Nominally it had been 
used on sanctioned schemes of relief, but not once had the spend¬ 
ing been first reviewed by the local finance standing committee, as 
required under law. Where work had been done, it bore no 
relation to the payments made; account books had not been 
kept for months and sometimes didn’t even balance. In the 24 
Parganas, Rs 850,000 were never accounted for even after the 
Communists had sent their men in to investigate. In Bankura 
the sanctioned funds had risen from Rs 2 millions in 1965 to 
Rs 7«5 millions in the following pre-election year; Rs 84,000 
was unaccounted for and relief had apparently been distributed to 
people who did not exist. In Purulia, three of the paymasters 
appointed by the local government chiefs were fictitious. All 
this was merely the tally for one year. In addition, the Govern¬ 
ment had been allotting Rs 20 millions annually for fifteen years 
previously for relief and rehabilitation work and, bearing in 
mind the refugees who spent nine years on the platforms of 
Sealdah Station and another ten in the decrepitude of a disused 
jute mill godown, a distinctly non-Communist observer might 
well remark that ‘one comes to the conclusion, on the evidence, 
that if all the money allotted had been used for the purpose 
intended, the problem would have been solved long ago.’ 

The last years of Congress rule over Calcutta and surrounding 
district had become so unpopular that P. C. Sen and his Minis¬ 
ters were unable to address public meetings or move anywhere 
without very large police escorts. Congress had moreover, suf¬ 
fered a serious internal dispute. Although its effective commander 
in chief was Atulya Ghosh, its President in West Bengal was 
Ajoy Mukherjee, and the two had become such bad enemies 
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by September 1965 that Miikherjee was expelled from office; 
whereupon he publicly denounced corruption among his old 
colleagues and formed his own party, the Baiigla (Bengal) Con¬ 
gress. When the 1967 elections arrived it joined forces with an 
already shambling collection of political units opposing the 
Ministry of P. C. Sen. This opposition’s backbone consisted of 
the original Communist Party of India and the rival Communist 
Party of India (Marxist). Communism had itself split in 1964 on 
the issue of Sino-Soviet differences .The CPI broadly maintained 
Its allegiance to Moscow while the CPI (M) was created by those 
who found themselves much more in sympathy with Peking, 
and in West Bengal these had now become a loud majority of 
local Communists. 

A result of this rivalry was that the 1967 elections were con¬ 
tested, roughly speaking, by three political cohorts. One consisted 
of P. C. Sen’s ruling Congress. A second was called People’s 
United Left Front and was a combination of Bangla Congress, 
Communist Party of India, Praja Socialist Party, Bolshevik Party, 
Gorkha League, Forward Bloc and Lok Sevak Sangha. The third 
called itself United Left Front and included Communist Party of 
India (Marxist), Forward Bloc (Marxist), Revolutionary Socialist 
Party, Revolutionary Communist Party of India, Workers Party 
of India, Socialist Unity Centre and Samyukta Socialist Party. In 
some constituencies the two popular fronts fought each other, but 
always they oppo'^ed Congress and between them they brought it 
down. In the 1962 elections, the undivided Communists in West 
Bengal had collected 50 seats in an Assembly of 280. In 1967 the 
CPI (M) took 43 seats, the CPI took 16 seats, Bangla Congress 
took 34 seats and Forward Bloc took 13 seats; the rest of the 
popular front parties could number their elected representatives 
in ones and twos. Against this combination of 140 new members 
of the Legislative Assembly, Congress now had 127. Numerically 
it was, therefore, quite a close-run thing. Psychologically, it was 
a crushing blow. Almost all the senior Congress Ministers had 
been defeated. A former Fmance Ministei of the Central (jovern- 
ment in Delhi had been put out by a nephew of Subhas Chandra 
Bose. Atulya Ghosh had been ejected by an unknown trade 
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unionist. P. C. Sen had been toppled by Ajoy Mukherjee. 

There was a rapid settling of differences between the bits and 
pieces of popular frontage and a United Front emerged, with 
Ajoy Mukherjee as the new Chief Minister of West Bengal, 
largely in grac'e and favour for personally removing the previous 
incumbent. Mukherjee was an elderly man who had built his 
political life on the philosophy of Mahatma Gandhi, which he 
has since topped off with some notably Gandhian mannerisms. 
He has been seen as little more than a respectable figurehead and, 
while this probably does him rather less than justice, he has quite 
clearly been bewildered by many of the subsequent events with 
which he has been politically associated. From the moment he 
obtained office it was obvious that the real power in his Govern¬ 
ment resided immediately in the person of the Deputy Chief 
Minister, Jyoti Basu, of the CPI (M). 

Basu is the kind of man from whom Bengali legends are 
created. He was a doctor’s son and he was first educated by the 
nuns of the same Loreto Convent to which Mother Teresa be¬ 
longed when she came to Calcutta from Albania. After that, the 
Jesuits of St Xavier’s College had him until he spent time at 
university before going to London to read law. It was there, in 
the late thirties and early forties, that he picked up his political 
training at the hands of the British Communist Palme Dutt. He 
returned home in time to be put into prison for his politics by 
an Indian Government and after that he was never anything 
but a full-time politician, particularly responsible for organizing 
activity among the railway workers of Calcutta. Like many a 
Bengali before him, he is idolized by people with whom he has 
apparently little in common. He is a neat, fastidious-looking man 
in his early fifties and it is quite impossible to tell whether his 
bearing and his mannerisms come naturally or whether they are 
carefully cultivated to fulfil a role. He is never known to smile in 
public and it is widely believed among the rank and file of party 
workers that he is a totally ascetic man who has never in his life 
touched drink; which certainly isn’t true. The point is that he 
looks ascetic, striding purposefully from the public platform, his 
hair carefully oiled in an impeccable quiff, his dhoti always im¬ 
maculately white, his eyes forever hooded by their upper lids. 
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There is a tension in him that he never conveys in public. 
Catch him behind a Ministerial desk, or in an armchair at home, 
and the foot of his crossed leg never stops moving up and 
down. Yet on a public platform he stands out from every other 
Communist leader merely by virtue of his control; he has none 
of the rhetorical tricks, he does not harangue, he is generally 
thought slightly dull as a speechmaker in Bengal. But there is 
no questioning his power. And there is little doubt that the exer* 
cise of power satisfies him. Before you are half across his 
threshold his greeting is 'Yes^; the impatient gesture of the 
headmaster who has just been disturbed in his study by some 
lowly fourth former. He never melts. Every reply he makes is 
brisk and brief. He gives absolutely nothing away. He makes you 
feel that you are unforgivably interrupting the world’s work upon 
which he alone is engaged. A joy Mukherjee rambles on for half 
an hour in reply to just one question, without ever coming within 
a mile of its point. Jyoti Basu answers fifteen in ten minutes flat 
and, before you know where you are, you are down the stairs and 
out into the yard of his thoroughly unpretentious little hou.se, 
where half a dozen stout party workers are lounging as watch¬ 
fully as the guardians of Birla Park. You have barely been given 
time to notice the three plaster ducks flying across the living 
room wall, or the tubular chrome armchair that would look 
very nice in the front room of a semi in Enfield. 

This new Government of fourteen political parties began with 
a sense of flair. It announced that the police would no longer be 
required to protect the Ministers of West Bengal. It reduced the 
Chief Minister’s salary from Rs 1,150 a month to Rs 700 and the 
salaries going with every other-portfolio were cut from Rs 900 
to Rs 500. It let Calcutta know that air-conditioning would now 
be shut down in the Writer’s Building, the Government secre¬ 
tariat, as a gesture of solidarity with the poor people At a mass 
rally on the Maidan shortly after taking office, it sought and ob¬ 
tained something it called ‘formal approval’ from its supporters 
for an 18-point programme. According to this document, high on 
the United Front’s list of prioritie.s were particular attention to the 
plight of the peasants and to land reform generally, educational 
reforms and a liberation of the forces of freedom and progress. 
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Within a month, the Central Committee of the CPI (M) had 
produced its own April Resolution on the new situation in West 
Bengal. This was curiously at odds with the Government’s 
18 points. ‘The particular immediate task,’ it decided, ‘is that of 
educating, reorganizing, rebuilding, consolidating and expand¬ 
ing the Party organization ... of proper selection, promotion 
and grading of cadres and their proper deployment in different 
class and mass fronts ...’ It was, nevertheless, highly conscious 
of the party role in Government. ‘Our Ministers, without either 
undue illusions about giving relief in a big way or courting 
despair that nothing can be done under the present set-up, should 
always bear in mind that they are the Party’s representatives, 
should strive to tender our bona-fides to the people. Any failure 
on this score compromises the Party’s political line ... will not 
help us to resist and overcome the vacillations, wobblings and 
sometimes even possible backsliding of some democratic parties 
in the United Front ... In a word, the UF Governments that 
we now have * are to be treated and understood as instruments 
of struggle in the hands of our people, more than as Govern¬ 
ments that actually possess adequate power, that can materially 
and substantially give relief to the people. In clear class-terms, 
our Party’s participation in such Governments is one specific 
form of struggle to win more and more people, and more and 
more allies, in the cause of People’s Democracy and at a later 
stage for Socialism.’ 

There was much novel activity in the first few weeks of the 
United Front. Calcutta Corporation was instructed to reduce 
the tax on bustees and to raise it on buildings with an annual 
valuation of Rs 15,000. The State Transport Corporation was 
ordered to reinstate over six hundred workers who had been dis¬ 
missed for sabotage, violence or theft during the previous few 
years. The police budget was cut by Rs 48 millions and the 
Commissioner of Police in Calcutta was informed that in future, 
when a gherao of management by workers was reported, it 
should be referred to the Labour Minister before any other police 
action was taken. The refugee families who had spent the best 


* There was another similar Government in Kerala. 
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part of twenty years in appalling conditions on Sealdah Station 
and elsewhere, were finally rehabilitated. And a start was made 
on a reform of the land question. This was to lead to yet another 
division within the Communist ranks and to what may be the 
most crucial political event in India since Independence. 

The average size of land-holding in West Bengal at this time 
was 3 88 acres, a smaller area than anything else in the country, 
with the exception of Kerala. There were, nevertheless, 53,000 
holdings of between 15 and 30 acres and another 3,000 holdings 
of more than 30 acres, although an early statute of the new repub¬ 
lic had declared that no one could legally own more than 25 acres. 
That figure is, in effect, a nonsense, for it has been possible to 
inflate it by dividing a large holding among innumerable mem¬ 
bers of a family. The system of cultivation, moreover, has scarcely 
changed in West Bengal since the Permanent Settlement. A 
petty landlord, or jotedar, leases ground to a bargadar on a crop- 
sharing basis. If the jotedar provides seed, bullock, plough and 
manure he takes half the crop; if he provides only land he takes 
forty per cent of the crop. It is a primevally miserable arrange¬ 
ment, inviting dishonesty on both sides and offering no security 
at all to the bargadar. This was the territory into which the 
United Front swiftly took an important step under a manifesto 
composed by the Land Minister, Hare Krishna Konar, a senior 
member of the CPI (M). *The primary task,’ this declared, *is 
abolition of large-scale landholding and distribution of land to 
the landless. The next step would be for the Government to 
explain ro the peasants the disadvantages of cultivating small 
holdings. The peasants will then voluntarily take to collective 
farming. Private ownership of land will then be done away with.’ 

The method used to abolish the large landholdings was quite 
simple. Landless peasants were encouraged to march on selected 
jotedars. A procession would stream upon its target behind a red 
banner, its members armed with lathis, spears, bows and arrows. 
They frequently shouted ‘Mao Tse Tung Zindabad’ as they went. 
On reaching their objective they marked its four corners with 
red flags, declared it forthwith to be in the possession of their 
citizen’s committee and, as often as not, looted whatever grams 
or other crops were in store. If the jotedar was brave enough to 
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get in the way, he was beaten up and sometimes killed. At first, 
the police took steps to intervene in this procedure, but they were 
instructed by the Government in Calcutta that this was legiti¬ 
mate and democratic struggle and must not be interfered with. 
Inside SIX months the CPI (M) found that its peasant member¬ 
ship had risen by 450,000 in West Bengal. Then Naxalban hap¬ 
pened, and the issue was no longer a simple and straightforward 
struggle for possession between landless and landed peasants. 

Naxalban is a police district lying in the narrow strip of West 
Bengal that is enclosed by Nepal on one side and East Pakistan on 
the other; Tibet and the Chinese are only eighty miles away. 
This is tea garden and jungle hill country, perfect for guerrilla 
warfare and admirable for infiltration by anyone so inclined; 
there are no towns, scarcely a village containing more than one 
thousand people. Its population consists almost entirely of tribes- 
people and, never having been nourished with fertilizers which 
are monopolized by the tea gardens, the yield from their various 
efforts in cultivation is approximately a third of the average for 
West Bengal There has been a long history of peasant militancy 
in the district. The hill country flowing away from Darjeeling, 
of which this is part, was almost permanently unsettled when 
the British were here. There was an uprising in the Naxalbari 
area in 1930, another in 1959; and on the second occasion it was 
largely an insurrection against the fraudulent conversion of land 
to family holdings when the Indian Government had established 
its limit of twenty-five acres. A few months before the United 
Front took office in Calcutta in February 1967, the local wing of 
the CPI ('M') had told the Central Committee that it was not 
very happy with the party’s new taste for parliamentary pro¬ 
cedures. For the next three months this was to be the scene of 
West Bengal’s most vigorous redistribution of lands. There is 
some reason to believe, from subsequent events, that the new 
Government itself by the middle of May thought the situation 
up there was getting a little out of control. On 17 May, Hare 
Krishna Konar went up-country to meet local party leaders. As 
he arrived at the nearest railhead in Siliguri, he was met with a 
huge poster which read ‘This movement can only succeed by the 
armed struggle and resistance of the working class. Resistance 
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is meaningless without gims - let the working class collect guns 
and be vanguards in the struggle.* 

On 23 May a police inspiector was murdered in an ambush. 
The police heard that an attack might be expected on the Naxal- 
bari police station and a force of twenty constables, a sergeant 
and an officer set off from Siliguri to intercept it. Two days later 
they reached Prasadjote, where there was a small bustee, a tea 
stall and a railway ganger’s hut by the level crossing. A crowd 
appeared on the road ahead of them At the back were men shout¬ 
ing revolutionary slogans; at the front were women and children, 
and a subsequent enquiry established that at least one woman 
had been forced to stand in the front row or else have her baby 
strangled. While the two groups were eyeing each other at a 
standstill, a man at the tea stall signalled to the police that an¬ 
other crowd had now appeared to cut off their retreat. An arrow 
hit the sergeant in the arm. The police stood back to back and 
the officer ordered both crowds to disperse. When this had no 
effect he ordered his men to fire. Ten rounds went into one crowd 
and thirteen into the other Several people were killed and most of 
them were women and children. Almost a month later, on 19 
June, the West Bengal Committee of the CPI (M) met in Cal¬ 
cutta to review the peasant warfare and particularly to take stock 
of the Naxalbari affair. It noted that there were extremists in the 
party who had ‘already organized themselves into anti-Party 
groups’ and it expelled nineteen members of the Naxalbari cell; 
the West Bengal party secretary. Promode Dasgupta, even 
alleged that the American CIA had infiltrated the Naxalbari 
group in order to create discord. Discord, in fact, was already 
being initiated from another direction. 

For on 5 June, although the United Front Government was 
still telling its police headquarters in the Darjeeling district to 
keep out of disturbed areas as far as possible and to avoid action, 
the Peking People's Daily had accused the ‘so-called non-Con- 
gress Government of West Bengal’ of ‘bloody suppression of the 
revolutionary peasants’. On 28 June, the party expulsions having 
been announced, Peking Radio made its own summary of the 
Indian situation. ‘Under the leadership of the revolutionaries of 
the Indian Communist Party (Marxist) the tens of thousands of 
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local peasants, who have small pieces of land or have no land at 
all and suffer the cruel exploitation of landlords and plantation* 
owners, began to arm themselves. They established their own 
political power and organized peasant societies, thus rebelling 
against the reactionary Indian Government and the landlord 
class. Defying laws, human and divine, and trampling under¬ 
foot the reactionary Government’s law which protects landlords, 
plantation-owners, and the reactionary Government, they 
ploughed the land, drove away the plantation owners, used force 
to harvest the paddy in the fields of the landlords, seized grain, 
guns and ammunition from the homes of the big landlords, 
collected money and grain from the landlords and eliminated 
hoarding and speculation. They established people’s courts to put 
on trial and punish the stubborn local bullies ... The emergence 
of this struggle in India ... signifies a new state in the Indian 
people’s surging struggle against reactionary rule. This forecasts 
the approach of a great people’s revolution in India with armed 
struggle as its major force ... The Indian people must proceed 
along the path pointed out by Chairman Mao . . . this is the 
road of armed revolution, to oppose armed counter-revolution, 
the establishment of rural bases, the concentration of forces in 
the villages, using the villages to encircle the cities and finally 
taking over the cities.’ 

If this was intended as some kind of olive branch to Jyoti 
Basu and his immediate colleagues, it was already too late. That 
same day, the expelled Communists tried to seize the party news¬ 
paper, but were prevented by police. A week later they added yet 
another publication to West Bengkl’s already respectable tally of 
1,024 newspapers and periodicals, with the first issue of their 
own journal. Its first editorial declared that *Our Party, which 
was born out of the struggle against revisionism, is sought to be 
captured again by the revisionists. The Party, which is not the 
personal property of the leaders, must be saved from their hands.* 
From now on, peasants on the march against jotedars had an¬ 
other slogan to add to their collection of chants; ‘Naxalbari Lai 
Salaam [Red Salute to Naxalbaril’. And from now on, the 
vocabulary of Communism could include the word Naxalite im¬ 
mediately after Bolshevik and Red Guard. 
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The revolutionary mood was just as evident in Calcutta as 
it was in the countryside, particularly among the industrial 
workers. The gherao was not unknown in West Bengal before 
the United Front took power. Every autumn it was customary 
for workers to lobby managements for a bonus on the eve of 
Durga Puja and frequently this led to demonstrations; occasion¬ 
ally it resulted in the police being called to free an employer and 
his executives who had been confined to their rooms in a genuine 
gherao. But there had never been anything approaching the scale 
of the gherao movement that broke out from the moment the 
new Government instructed the police to stay put after such an 
emergency call until the Labour Minister himself had cleared 
them for action. By September, no fewer than 1,016 gheraos 
had been staged in the state, for a wide variety of reasons. They 
were held to force the reinstatement of workers who had ac¬ 
cepted a scheme of voluntary retirement and who had already 
collected compensation. They were held to support a demand 
for recruitment of more staff when management held that there 
were already too many staff; to back a demand for wages during 
unauthorized absence; to force the dropping of an inquiry into 
theft by workmen; to demand the promotion of certain people 
and the removal of others; to demand the reinstatement of 
workers who had been dismissed for misconduct two-and-a-half 
years previously after an official enquiry. There were gheraos 
laid on to demand an improvement in the statutory bonus of 
four pier cent payable even when a firm does not make a profit 
in any y-ear; the Labour Minister himself let it be known that, 
although the matter was in Delhi’s hands and not his, the figure 
should be eight pier cent; but gheraos backed demands for any¬ 
thing up to twenty pier cent. 

Gheraos were now not only much more common; they lasted 
longer. Two or three hours had previously been a general limit. 
But now, the manager of a factory just behind Park Street was 
forced to stand in the sun for seven .hours without any water 
and without being allowed to use the lavatory, while the girl 
on the switchboard was threatened with violence if she tried to 
call the piolice. The manager of a jute mill and his assistant were 
made to stand in their yard for twelve hours, and keprt fainting. 
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The longest recorded gherao had a manager confined to his 
office for seven days. The Labour Minister, Subodh Banerjee, 
was perfectly clear about what was now generally happening in 
industrial West Bengal. On 19 June he told trade unionists in 
Rourkela that ‘I have allowed a duel between the employees and 
employers in West Bengal and the police have been taken out of 
the picture so that the strength of each other may be known.’ 
There was some indication that the whole apparatus of law en¬ 
forcement had been pressed to get out of the picture. Without 
the police to help them, managements began to look to magis¬ 
trates for aid and, sometimes finding them less beneficial than 
they might have hoped, took their complaints to the High 
Court. It was there that Mr Justice Das was severely critical of 
the Sub-divisional magistrate in Alipore, who had refused an 
application for relief from a gherao after the police had also de¬ 
clined to intervene. His order, said the Judge, ‘betrays a lack of 
understanding of the seriousness of the allegations made affect¬ 
ing personal liberty’. Then he added,' I wonder if the learned 
magistrate was aiding and abetting the commission of offences 
likely to lead to lawlessness.’ 

The situation had become so bad by the end of summer that 
the High Court had a number of applications before it for in¬ 
junctions against the Government’s instructions to the police. 
Chief Justice Sinha created a Special Bench of himself and four 
colleagues to hear the evidence; and while they were sitting, the 
High Court itself was one day subjected to the gherao, which 
was lifted only when the Chief Justice telephoned Ajoy Mukher- 
jee and threatened to suspend the courts of West Bengal sine die 
if the police did not move in and shift the culprits. On 29 Sep¬ 
tember, he issued the High Court’s judgement. It quoted a variety 
of English lawyers on industrial action, from Lord Hewart to 
Lord Denning. It also distinguished carefully between English 
law that was still applicable by legacy in India and that which 
was no longer valid in the republic. The heart of the judgement 
was that the Government instructions were invalid and therefore 
quashed. It went on to say that *There can be little doubt that 
encouragement from high quarters has resulted in a small group 
of militant trade unionists creating for themselves an enviable 
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notoriety which they would otherwise not have achieved. Em¬ 
boldened by such encouragement, they have become successful 
in rendering the forces of law and order ineffective, so that they 
could with impunity use violent methods against the manage¬ 
ment and terrorize them into submission. Thus, a small group of 
determined and violent men are holding up the whole industrial 
world to ransom. There is no doubt in my mind that the Labour 
Minister has deliberately assisted in the spread of this evil in the 
industrial world, and the two impugned circulars are in aid of it.* 
The Chief Justice had one more quotation to offer before his 
judgement finished. It was from a Tagore Law Lecture that had 
been delivered in Calcutta sometime earlier by the American 
Justice Douglas, who had said; ‘The judiciary is in a high sense 
the guardian of the conscience of the people as well as of the law 
of the land .. .* Almost the last words in Chief Justice Sinha’s 
eighty-seven pages of ruling were- ‘It is this public conscience 
that we have proceeded to exercise m this judgement of ours, 
hoping that it will contribute to the restoration of peace in West 
Bengal In the gathering darkness I hope its voice shall be heard 
and obeved.’ 

Within a few days, the Labour Minister retired to hospital, 
to 1)0 treated for the early stages of leukaemia, having left behind 
a substantial wreckage in industry Bv then, 43,947 workers had 
been laid off in West Bengal since the beginning of the year 
because production had been disrupted by gheraos and strikes; 
another 4,314 had tieen made unemployed because their factories 
had decided to close down altogether. It was estimated that 
Rs 2,500 millions in capital had been withdrawn from the state 
during those first seven months of the United Front. These 
were only a few shades of Chief Justice Sinha’s gathering dark¬ 
ness. Between March and October, 147 murders had taken place 
in which the motive was reckoned to be chiefly political; eighteen 
of the victims were active trade union leaders. 

At this point the first signs of strain within the United Front 
became obvious. The Communist members of the Cabinet had 
lately taken to public criticism of the non-Communist members. 
Ajoy Mukherjee actually devised a code of conduct lO inhibit 
his Ministers from speaking harshly of each other before the 



326 CALCUTTA 

electorate. He also discovered that on more than one occasion 
his own authority had been bypassed by Jyoti Basu or by some¬ 
one even lower in the hierarchy. He therefore decided to resign 
on Gandhi’s birthday, 2 October. Later he was to give four 
reasons for this; there was widespread discontent and sometimes 
inhuman treatment in industry, too much force was being used to 
settle the land question, lawlessness generally was dislocating life 
in West Bengal and ‘A wing of a political party is openly in¬ 
viting China to help the party in bringing about an armed 
revolution, starting in West Bengal. Such a tendency should be 
nipped in the bud.’ Ajoy Mukherjee was not, in fact, proposing 
to vanish into political obscurity. He still had contact with many 
of his old Congress colleagues and he was proposing to form a 
new Government with their aid, provided that his old enemy 
Atulya Ghosh could be kept out of .it. Unfortunately for the 
Chief Minister, his political skill remained far inferior to that of 
Ghosh He was outmanoeuvred behind the scenes, the plan was 
stillborn and the resignation never took place Instead, there was 
a public reconciliation between the disjointed parts of the United 
Front at yet another rally on the Maidan 

No sooner had the cheers died down after that, than the Chief 
Minister was once more discovered in a sidelong shuffle away 
from his Communist colleagues. One of his Bangla Congress 
supporters had initiated a new national party consisting of all 
moderate men who had been disillusioned by the excesses of both 
Congress and Communism. It was to be entitled Bharatya 
Kranti Dal and it now held an inaugural session at Indore. This 
was attended by Ajoy Mukherjee and his supporters, together 
with another group from West Bengal, which had become dis¬ 
affected from the Bangla Congress 'and its increasingly indecisive 
leader. And a memorable meeting it was, when 350 more Bengali 
delegates than the allotted number turned up, stormed the con¬ 
ference hall and came to blows. Almost as much confusion was 
now reigning politically in Calcutta. The Minister of Food, an 
Independent, decided to resign and took sixteen United Front 
supporters into Opposition with him. 

It was now early November and the Governor of West Bengal, 
Dharma Vira, moved onto the fringes of a scene he was to occupy 



THE ROAD TO REVOLUTION 327 

alone before very long. The legislative Assembly, which had not 
sat since mid-summer, was not due to meet again until February, 
but the Governor asked for a new session to start without delay, 
in order that the balance of power in Wec;t Bengal, if nothing 
else, might be decided. The United Front said that this would 
be impossible before mid-December. The Governor insisted 
that it should be much earlier. The United Front then asked the 
President of India in Delhi to define the Governor’s powers 
through a judgement of the Supreme Court. Ajoy Mukherjee 
hastened to Delhi to add his personal weight, such as it was by 
then, to the United Front’s request. He was told that his Govern¬ 
ment stood in peril of dismissal and, backed by his Cabinet, he 
suggested that if this happened there might well be a bloody 
revolution in West Bengal Delhi was in no mood to accept 
threats from Calcutta. Within a few days the United Front was 
dismissed and a conglomeration of Congressmen and United 
Front defectors was pressed into service in its place For a few 
tumultuous weeks it seemed likely that Ajoy Mukher)ee’s threat 
might )ust materialize, until the makeshift Government died of its 
own incapacities and Delhi stepped in once more. West Bengal 
w^as placed under President’s Rule, which meant that Governor 
Dharma Vira, sitting where Lord Ciirzon had once sat, now 
administered the state alone with the authority of the whole 
republic behind him. 

Just 371 days later, the United Front was back in office With a 
police force in full commission, the year of President’s Rule 
had been marked by gradually diminishing violence, though the 
loud cries of political outrage against Delhi’s impositions con¬ 
tinued Otherwise nothing had changed Nothing had been done 
to remedv the fundamental ills of Calcutta. When Delhi an¬ 
nounced that in February 1969, West Bengal might share mid¬ 
term elections with the Punjab, Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, it was 
almost inevitable that the voters should restore the dismissed 
Government; very few of them, after all, had been on the receiving 
end of ghcraos and other unpleasant manifestations of Com¬ 
munist rule. They restored their Government with an over¬ 
whelming majority this time. Where Congress had 127 seats in 
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the previous Assembly, now it had only 55; where the CPI (M) 
had first enjoyed power with 43 seats, now it was swollen with 
80; where the CPI had made do with 16 seats, now it advanced 
to 30; the Forward Bloc rose from 13 to 21, and of the major 
parties only the Bangla Congress stood virtually still with 33 
seats, one fewer than before. Almost the same collection of men 
took office a second time. Ajoy Mukherjee reappeared as Chief 
Minister and Jyoti Basu as his deputy; but this time it was Basu 
and not Mukherjee who took possession of the Home portfolio, 
and with it control of the police. 

Once again it was announced that the air-conditioning would 
not be required in the Writers’ Building. Once again there was 
an inaugural rally t>n the Maidan; a million people turned out 
to hear the two leaders warn industrialists and big landlords to 
take note of the changed political situation and act accordingly 
if they did not want the Government helping the workers and 
the peasants in their struggle. Someone on the platform also 
suggested that Governor Dharma Vira had conspired to remove 
the United Front The Government proceeded to settle its score 
with him when it drafted the inaugural address that he was 
obliged to read to the new Assembly. The Governor, however, 
could be as bloody-minded as anyone in the United Front and 
he coolly skipped two paiagraphs that were quite pointedly 
offensive to his person and to the part he had played in the 
dving days of the first United Front At which there was great 
uproar and a demand that he should be removed from office 
immediately Within a month, Delhi took the hint and Dharma 
Vira left for a post in more tranquil .surroundings. 

There were other flourishes to celebrate the restoration. Jyoti 
Basu lodged a High Court daim for Rs 200,000 damages against 
the State of West Bengal, m compensation for illegal detention 
during the days of Cnngre!:s 'idministration twenty years pre¬ 
viously "f’hc Maidan statutes immortah/ing the Raj were finally 
removed and a Martv-rs' Memorial to local party heroes was put 
up across the road from the Writers’ Building There was a great 
renaming of streets, w’hich has always been a regular pastime of 
peofile with anv kind of municipal power in Calcutta In the 
twenties, C R Das and Siibhas Chandra Bose rechristened several 
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thoroughfares in response to this or that episode in Bengali 
nationalism. After Independence, Harrison Road became Mahat¬ 
ma Gandhi Road and the upper part of Chowringhee was 
changed to Jawaharlal Nehru Road At some stage or other 
Lower Chitpore Road was translated into Rabindra Sarani, 
though most people still use the first name. The United Front 
now ordained that Dalhousie Square should become Renoy- 
Badal-Dinesh Bagh, that Dharamtala Street should be called 
Lenin Sarani, that the Ochterlony Monument should be known 
as Sahid Minar. With a playful sense of humour, it changed 
Harrington Street (which contains the United States Consulate) 
into Ho Chi Minh Street, and surpassed even this masterstroke 
a little later when the Russians offered Calcutta a bronze statue 
of Lenin to celebrate the centenary of his birth. It cost the city 
Rs 40,000 to mount alongside the tram terminus at the top of 
the Maidan, but there it now stands, gazing down the new Lenin 
Sarani, upon a plinth which was placed in the centre of the small 
public garden dedicated to I^ord Curzon 

Delhi was clearly not going out of its way to ease West Bengal’s 
predicament, whatever form that might take under it.s second 
United Front. Communists were not the only people in Calcutta 
who were arguing for improved financial aid from the Central 
Government The United Front had scarcely been elected when 
the President of the Bengal Chamber of Commerce, Mr J. M. 
Parsons, told his annual meeting that if the state was to be 
properly rehabilitated it would require ‘a liberal measure of sym¬ 
pathy and assistance from the Central Government’. Within a 
month of re-election, the two United Front leaders had gone to 
Delhi to plead for a redistribution of resource.s between the 
Centre and the states, which received only a quarter of the income 
and corporation taxes collected in their area; West Bengal, with 
its comparatively huge contribution to the national economy on 
both these counts, obviously had a better claim than most states 
to a larger share in the final disbursement. The Central Finance 
Minister, that deeply conservative old Congressman, Morarji 
Desai, who was shortly to find his Prime Minister Mrs Gandhi 
too far to the Left for comfort, flatly refused to tolerate any 
review of finances. The Centre had already committed itself to 
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expenditure on a third Hooghly Bridge (whenever that might 
be built) and it had also been persuaded to put up the money for 
a circular railway in Calcutta (soon to be abandoned); more than 
that It was not prepared to do. For the rest of 1969 there was to 
be a running battle between the United Front and the Congress 
Centre, between Calcutta and Delhi, about this apportionment 
of money, and by the end of the year Delhi had still not yielded 
another rupee. 

Bv then, there was again chaos within the province of the 
United Front. There had never really been anything else. There 
was the chaos of sheer frustrated exuberance, for example, that 
had nothing to do with politics in any sense that a p>olitical 
scientist would immediately recognize. Just after the election, a 
couple of Bengalis had arrived in the Andaman Islands after 
rowing all the way from Calcutta and half way down the Bay 
of Bengal. When they flew home, thousands turned out at Dum 
Dum to hail them as heroes. On the way to the airport a small 
boy clinging to an overloaded bus fell off and was killed; there 
was a not and the bus was stoned by a crowd. At the airport, a 
crowd poured across the tarmac before the oarsmen’s plane had 
pulled up, surrounded it so thickly that the gangway couldn’t 
be placed in position for twenty minutes, and started throwing 
shoes at the plane in impatience at the delay For three hours a 
mob overran Dum Dum, Some people tried to climb onto the 
tail of an international jet that was hoping tvi take off Others 
roamed the aviation fuel stores, smoking as they went Three 
aircraft of Indian Airlines were chased as they were taxied to the 
safety of hangars A number of international airlines later threat¬ 
ened to boycott Calcutta unless se.curity could be improved at 
Dum Dum 

There was the chaos of frustrated bitterness by students well 
aware that the degrees they were acquiring at Calcutta and 
Jadavpore Universities were almost useless to them as means to 
qualified employment and a standard of living that most univer¬ 
sity students throughout the world have some reason to expect. 
In September 1969, no few-er than one thousand graduates ap¬ 
plied for jobs as peons with Calcutta Corporation, though there 
was not a single vacancy^ even for this lowliest municipal occupa- 
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tion of fetching and carrying. Months before that, sixteen pro¬ 
fessors of Calcutta University were gheraoed in their rooms for 
seventeen hours by students demanding that they should not be 
required to attend as many as half their lectures in order to be 
eligible for examination; the professors were allow^ed no food 
during the gherao, and a pitcher of water in one of their rooms 
was flung out when it began. The Vice-Chancellor of Calcutta 
was gheraoed so frequently by students abusing him as a CIA 
agent or something equally unpopular with them, that the news¬ 
papers were eventually reporting each incident as a common¬ 
place worth no more than two or three inches of their space. 
By June, a conference of headmasters was claiming that its mem¬ 
bers had already suffered more than one hundred gheraos in the 
first six months of the year. 

There was the chaos of things just breaking down under the 
strain of being Calcutta. Verv early in the first session of the new 
Assembly, a Budget debate had to lie carried on by candlelight 
because the electricity supply in the city had failed; and even 
when the electricity supply was working, the citv gradually be¬ 
came dimmer and dimmer at night because so many bulbs on 
street lamps were smashed and so much wire was stolen Garbage 
accumulated on the streets in mounds that were massive even by 
Calcutta’s standards because people living near the Corporation’s 
dumping grounds blockaded the entrances and refused to allow 
more lorries in, they complained that, because of the potholed 
roads, too much refuse spilled off the lorries and landed on their 
doorsteps. During the monsoon, five municipal wards in North 
Calcutta became completely awash for days because the manholes 
were blocked with silt. No sooner had the monsoon departed 
than the city endured a water crisis, when four-fifths of the 
filtered supply was cut off for a week because a short circuit had 
badly damaged the mam pumping station, and it was the best 
part of two months before water flowed normally again. 

The United Front’s performance was only more corifidently 
different from its first year in office It began by moving to 
abolish the upper house in West Bengal’s legislature. It followed 
this soon afterwards by declaring a one-day strike of absolutely 
everything without exception in the state. There had tieen a riot 
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at the Cossipore Gun and Shell Factory, which was controlled 
by the Central Government in Delhi. Some six thousand workers 
had demonstrated outside the gate, before starting the morning 
shift, for the reinstatement of fifty-four men who had been 
sacked during the period of President’s Rule The security officers 
had lost their nerve and opened fire on the demonstrators, killing 
four of them. At once, the Politbureau of the CPI (M) demanded 
that the security officers should be handed over to the West 
Bengal police. Delhi replied that it preferred to conduct its own 
enquiry into the conduct of its own men. So the United Front 
declared a strike. For twenty-four hours West Bengal was at a 
standstill. Trains came to a halt wherever they happened to be 
inside the state boundaries at four o’clock in the morning. Four 
international jet flights landed at Dum Dum and there they 
remained until the twenty-four hours were up. Otherwise, noth¬ 
ing moved in Calcutta. Even the telephone service was almost 
completely cut off. In Delhi, the Indian Home Minister, Mr 
Chavan, called this a ’deliberate effort to bring the functioning 
of the economic system to a standstill’. In Calcutta, Jyoti Basu, 
speaking as he was to speak more and more frequently for the 
Government nominally led by Ajoy Mukherjee, said ‘We are 
happy at the justified and peaceful protest by the people.’ It 
hadn’t, in fact, been entirely peaceful. At Kanchrapara, in the 
24 Parganas, a group of men turned up for duty at the railway 
workshops and began to fight the pickets there. Bombs were 
flung, huts and shops were set on fire, and when the police 
arrived they were bombed too. 

The United Front pressed on with its unfinished business on 
the land. Three bills were passed through the Assembly, one of 
them exempting families with less than three acres from the pay¬ 
ment of revenue, the other two aiming to protect tenants against 
eviction. Meanwhile, the landless peasants were again marching 
round the countryside with their red flags, staking out their 
claims. Six months after regaining his Land Ministry, Hare 
Krishna Konar was saying that another 200,000 acres had been 
retrieved by the poor of West Bengal in addition to the 150,000 
acres they had taken possession of under the patronage of the 
first United Front; and, with the paddy harvest shortly to come, 
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he gave warning that his peasants ‘would resist any onslaught 
that might come from the jotedarsj which would lead to a blood 
bath’. 

The Government could see nothing like the same progress in 
industry, even though four months of hard bargaining were to 
produce a twenty p>cr cent wage increase for 200,000 engineering 
workmen. There were businessmen in Calcutta at the time who 
publicly declared themselves confident of being able to work 
with the United Front; who, indeed, expressed relief at the 
prospect of what they were pleased to call the restoration of 
stable gbvernment in the state. The fact is that from the moment 
the United Front returned to office nothing more was heard of 
the proposed share to be borne by the business community in a 
joint financial venture with the state and national Governments 
for the relief of Calcutta. And, immediately, the United Front 
had to deal with the by no means unique problem presented by 
the British firm of Westinghouse Saxby Farmer Ltd. This had 
been established in Calcutta since 1906; it manufactured railway 
equipment and it employed 1,700 men. It had expanded until 
1965, when a recession occurred and it ceased to make a profit. 
In October 1968, while West Bengal was under President’s Rule, 
one of its senior directors flew to India and offered to sell the 
entire works to the Central Government for the sum of one rupee; 
the offer had not been accepted and the London directors had 
therefore decided to close the firm on 26 March 1969. There was 
no chance of getting them to change their mind, particularly as 
National and Grindlays Bank (which is perhaps the most sub¬ 
stantial bank in the city) was refusing to grant an overdraft 
though the bank’s chairman, Lord Earlington, did fly to Calcutta 
to meet Tyoti Basu. It was Basu who wrote to the London direc¬ 
tors of Westinghouse, asking, them at least to defer the closure, 
which they did for a month, and it was Basu who lobbied Mrs 
Gandhi for the Centre to take on what it clearly regarded as a 
liability. In the end, it was the United Front which had to accept 
the running of Westinghouse at a loss; by which time, two or 
three other concerns in similar predicaments were all asking the 
state Government to control them. 

Whatever constructive industrial policy the Government might 
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have had, it lay in mins by the end of the year. In August there 
was an eight-day strike in the jute industry which cost £4 5 mil¬ 
lions in lost production. In September there was a fortnight’s 
strike in the tea gardens which cost £1,390,000 in lost foreign 
exchange. In October the Dunlop factory laid off 6,000 workers 
and Hindustan Motors declared a lock-out of 13,000 workers. In 

1967 there had been 438 industrial disputes in West Bengal, in¬ 
volving 165,000 workers and a loss of 5 million man-hours. In 

1968 there had been 417 disputes involving 263,000 workers and 
6 7 million man-hours. In 1969 there were 710 disputes, in¬ 
volving 645,000 workers and 8 5 million man-hours. Thfi strikes 
and disputes surged from one end of the state to another and not 
even the most vital enterprises, such as the steel works of Durga- 
pur or the rising dam at Farraka, were left out of the turbulence. 
Firms had started to answer workers in some of their own cur¬ 
rency Not far from a long and whitewashed wall slogan in¬ 
viting everyone to ‘Stand by the side of struggling Birla workers’, 
it was possible to find another one which said ‘Don’t believe false 
propaganda by dismissed workers’, under the imprint of Jusla 
Drinks, Winners of the All-India Mango Competition. Some 
organizations began to buy newspaper space to put their point 
of view in advertisements. The West Bengal Business Convention 
asked readers of The Statesman one morning to ‘CONSIDER 
FOR A MOMENT ... Consumer trade is facing disruption. 
Essential commodities are becoming scarce. Retail market is 
threatened with non-availability of goods. With mounting wharf¬ 
age, railway yards and transport depots are piled up with goods 
not being cleared. Before long, day to day business will come to a 
stand-still. A section of porters have stopped work. Others are 
being deprived of their daily earnings through intimidation. 
There is organized obstruction of movement of goods. Goods 
are being secured for ransom and penalties realized under duress. 
Threatening demonstrations and general lawlessness are prevail¬ 
ing in the vital trade centres. Feeling of panic and insecurity 
is assuming serious proportions. All this because a section of 
porters in wholesale and retail business centres have started an 
igitation demanding Bonus ... Is this agitation really justified? 
Cohere will all this lead to? What will happen when the con- 
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sumer trade virtually collapses? Who will provide the solution?* 
The feeling of panic, at least, was no piece of commercial 
propaganda by then. There had been one demonstration after 
another since the Cossipore riot and, like the gheraos, they had 
become increasingly vicious. People squatted on railway lines 
to stop trains from running and they placed barricades of stones 
across roads to bring buses and trams to a standstill. Two hun¬ 
dred headmasters held a demonstration throughout one night to 
protest against being gheraoed by their students and fifteen 
thousand jute growers marched on the Writers* Building one 
day to demand a fair price for their crops. There was a pitched 
battle at the National Medical College and Hospital between 
employees striking for the removal of the hospital superintendent 
and volunteers of the CPI (M) and the Revolutionary Socialist 
Party; twenty-two hospital patients were injured when bombs 
began to explode in some of the wards and a group of tubercular 
patients were almost suffocated when the police arrived and 
lobbed tear-gas in their direction by mistake. There was a riot at 
Eden Gardens, during a Test match between India and Australia, 
and six people lay dead at the end of the day’s play. There was 
even a riot by policemen inside the state Assembly. Two of their 
colleagues had been killed in street battles a couple of days 
earlier and esprit de corps had turned to maddened resentment 
against the politicians. First, a handful of them wrecked the 
office of their superintendent and then marched upon the Assem¬ 
bly, where they smashed more furniture and knocked two or three 
politicians about before being placed under close arrest by a larger 
body of more orderly policemen. They had uttered threats against 
Jyoti Basu, and he responded with more threats a few days later 
at a rally of United Front supporters on the Maidan. His Gov¬ 
ernment, he said (and by now Jyoti Basu was invariably speak¬ 
ing of the United Front as a personal possession), would be 
making a political enquiry into the conspiracy behind the police 
raid and such terrorism would be totally uprooted. At the same 
time he warned his vast army of supporters that ‘acts of ven¬ 
geance against us’ might follow the dismissal of some policemen. 
Tactfully - for he was, after all. Minister in charge of police 
affairs, as well as much else - he told the aowd that they must not 
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take law and order into their own hands, that they must help 
the police to perform their duty. And the crowd, responding to 
the mood of the leaders on the platform, shouted back ‘No 
pardon for the conspiring policemen, ordinary policemen need 
not fear.* 

It was only the beginning of August, yet there was already 
much to fear. If there was no one else to frighten a law-abiding 
citizen in Calcutta by then, there were certainly the Naxalites. 
On May Day they had come in force to the city and there they 
had held their own rally beneath the Ochterlony Monument. 
The purpose of this meeting was to announce the formation of 
yet another arm to the Left-wing body politic. This one was 
called the Communist Party of India (Marxist-Leninist) and it 
had been born thus a week before, on Lenin’s birthday, some¬ 
where in the jungle of West Bengal. The Maidan meeting, how¬ 
ever, offered a rare chance for wellwishers to clap eyes on one of 
the two Naxalites-in-chicf, Kanu Sanyal, a landless man who 
had been involved in the 1967 struggles around Naxalbari, al¬ 
though he did not come from that area. There were apologies for 
the absence of Cham Mazumdar, who carried even more weight 
in the new party, a veteran of the pre-war struggles in the hill 
country, who lives in Siliguri when he is not away in hiding 
from authority, a landed peasant who, according to the whispers 
of political enemies, owns rather more land than he is strictly 
entitled to in law. Sanyal told the May Day rally that Mazumdar 
was to be compared to Mao Tse Tung in his revolutionary wis¬ 
dom, that under his leadership it was important for the Naxalites 
to take part in revolutionary peasants’ stmggles in this ‘semi¬ 
colonial, semi-feudal country*. The Naxalbari movement had 
been ‘a successful application of Mao’s teaching in a specific 
case’, and people could now look to a bright future, provided 
they shunned the ‘petty-bourgeois revolution-mongering’ of Jyoti 
Basu and his comrades. The Naxalites proposed to differ from 
existing forms of Indian Communism not only in fine philo¬ 
sophical distinctions but in their organization; they would head¬ 
quarter themselves in the village, not the city, and they would 
have no permanent stronghold; they would shift their bases in 
accordance with the needs of the revolutionary stmggle. Already, 
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said Kanyal, their fire was to be seen blazing beyond West Bengal. 
And it was. There had been much Naxalite activity in the hill 
country of the Srikakulam district of Andhra Pradesh, far to the 
South. By December there were to be 3,500 policemen combing 
those hills in search of Naxalite guerrillas who were becoming 
uncomfortably popular with their mixture of terrorism and re¬ 
demption. Peasants were warming to them because they were 
in the habit of publicly burning mortgage deeds and promissory 
notes in village squares; landlords and moneylenders were, one 
by one, being decapitated before a not particularly mournful 
populace. 

The same sort of savagery had now been occurring in West 
Bengal for the best part of two and a half years. And the most 
terrible retribution was apt to fall not upon landlords and money¬ 
lenders, but upon those who had left the Naxalite cause for some 
other form of political action. Tbere was a man called Kamakhya 
Banerjee, a peasant farmer in a small way, who had once been a 
member of CPI (M) but who had later joined the Naxalites 
and become a district leader near Siliguri. He subsequently re¬ 
joined the CPI (M) and one day in December 1969 he dis¬ 
appeared while he was harvesting his paddy. His body was later 
found by the railway line just outside Naxalbari; they had tied 
him to a bamboo pole and they had disembowelled him before 
cutting his throat. In Calcutta the Naxalites were now said to be 
responsible for many of the killings with bomb and with knife 
that were increasing in the city. It was very difficult to prove 
this, usually. There were so many people with other allegiances 
using the same tactics and in a city where it has always been 
comparatively easy to hit and then run into the crowd, more often 
than not a culprit was not caught. Eventually, more and more of 
the violence in Calcutta was to be blamed upon the Naxalites, 
partly through police incapacity to track down those responsible, 
partly because there were good political reasons for placing the 
blame in their quarter even when it did not justly belong there. 

Openly they demonstrated whenever they had a good excuse. 
Frequently they would converge upon the Soviet Consulate or 
the Soviet Information Centre, bearing their placards of Mao 
Tse Tung, shouting their slogans which lumped Russian and 
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'American imperialism together. When Durga Puja arrived, they 
set up their propaganda stalls among all the other pandals 
around the Maidan and hoisted portraits of Mao alongside 
posters advising the people to take the path of armed struggle. 
In College Square, near the University, it was a little difficult to 
decide whether the Naxalites or the CPI (M) Dr one of the other 
parties in the United Front were responsible for the portraits of 
Ho Chi Minh and Lenin, for the posters displaying comments 
on the Vietnam war by Bertrand Russell and U Thant, for the 
banners telling how obscene books sponsored by the CIA, to¬ 
gether with American films and bourgeois newspapers, had so 
corrupted the immaculate youth of Calcutta that people were 
actually dancing in a Western manner during the Puja. But if, at 
any time, portraits of Mr Kosygin, Mr Nixon and Mrs Gandhi 
were publicly burned together, then you could be fairly sure it 
was the Naxalites who had put torches to them. The police were 
fairly sure that it was Naxalites who smeared the statue of 
Mahatma Gandhi with tar one night in October, such a desecra¬ 
tion that an armed guard cordoned that hallowed comer of the 
Maidan for several days afterwards; and this was only a hint of 
what was to come. Within a month or two many other statues in 
Calcutta had been attacked, not even Netaji Subhas Chandra 
Bose was spared, and from time to time the citizens would wake 
up in the morning to discover that yet another Bengali hero had 
lost his stone or metal head, which was later dredged out of the 
nearest water tank. 

There was a brisk circulation of the Naxalite journal Libera- 
tioTii with its regular articles by Cham Mazumdar, and one issue 
in the New Year was to be a manual of guerrilla tactics. It 
advocated secrecy in the formation of units, which must never 
consist of more than seven men. *The unit should be kept secret 
from those among the local people whose vigilance has not yet 
reached the required level, and even from those party units which 
have not yet fully mastered the methods and discipline required 
for illegal work. The method of forming a guerrilla unit has to 
be wholly conspiratorial. No inkling of such conspiracy should be 
given out even in the meetings of the political units of the party. 
This conspiracy should be between individuals and on a per- 
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sonal basis. The petty bourgeois intellectual comrade must take 
the initiative in this respect as far as possible. He should approach 
the poor peasant who, in his opinion, has the most revolutionary 
potentiality, and whisper in his ears ‘Don’t you think it a good 
thing to finish off such and such a jotedar?’ This is the way the 
people must be roused and emphasis must be put on liberating 
their own villages ..The condescending author of this advice 
(presumably neither ‘petty’ bourgeois nor poor peasant) sug¬ 
gested that the guerrillas should not rely on firearms at this stage 
m their campaign; the use of spears, javelins, sickles and choppers 
would do very well for their purposes at present. ‘The petty 
bourgeois intellectual cadres and those leaders who have to 
travel far and wide may, however, carry small pistols with them 
to frighten away, disperse or kill the enemy if they find them¬ 
selves suddenly surrounded by him. But we should never give 
unnecessary importance to it, because that might encourage us 
to put our reliance not on the people, but on weapons, which is 
dangerous.’ As for the slightly more than short-term aims. Lib¬ 
eration had this advice to offer. ‘We must never be impatient or 
hasty, especially so in case of the first attack, which has the 
greatest importance. We should rather be prepared to make 
several attempts than make a hasty attack and fail. It may be 
difficult, in the first few actions, to raid the house of the class 
enemy and confiscate his moveable property. So, it would be 
better to lay more stress only on killing him. Later, when the 
masses are roused and take part in various kinds of work and the 
attacks become regular, easier and more powerful, the enemy can 
be killed even in his stronghold and his property confiscated. The 
conditions will gradually become so favourable that after carry¬ 
ing out a guerrilla action, the guerrillas themselves will be able to 
address the masses, explain before them the importance of such 
actions, and with arms in their hands, even inspire the masses 
by making fiery speeches.’ 

The police in Calcutta were not quite helpless in the face of 
such incitement to violence, but by mid-summer they were 
rapidly becoming demoralized. They could scarcely be expected 
to know whether they were coming or going in any direction, 
given the behaviour and the utterances of the Minister in charge 
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of police affairs. While the state and civic constabulaiy lumbered 
around the city in their heavily meshed trucks, with steel helmets 
on their heads and floppy shinpads on their legs, with their 
shields, their lathis, their tear-gas and their rifles at the ready for 
the next fatal riot, Jyoti Basu continued icily to wield his port¬ 
folio with some indifference to the disturbance it was causing. 
Occasionally his personal intervention caused a gherao to be 
lifted, as happened one day in October after the Shipping Master 
m the Port of Calcutta had been confined for seven hours by 
some seamen. But only a few weeks before that, Basu had calmly 
announced that, since March, i,oio criminal cases had been 
withdrawn on the Government’s instructions because it was felt 
that the situation would improve if thousands arrested during 
'democratic movements’ were released; and he was candid enough 
to add that political considerations alone had been taken into 
account He seemed to be in complete control of the Govern¬ 
ment, and the United Front as a whole was almost reduced to 
announcing collectively that West Bengal would observe a holi¬ 
day to mourn the death of Ho Chi Minh in September. In fact, 
the Government had been riddled with internal dissent for some 
time and it was now on the threshold of disintegration again. 

There had been occasional straws in the wind. In Apnl a 
fight had broken out in one of the ministerial rooms in the 
Writers’ Building, between supporters of the Bolshevik Party and 
members of the Socialist Unity Centre, both of which were part 
of the United Front, over policy on the rehabilitation of refugees. 
In August, while the CPI (M) leaders were in Delhi for a meet¬ 
ing of their Politbureau, a number of their partners in the 
Government demanded that there should be a redistribution of 
portfolios, of which the CPI (M) had held the biggest share since 
the election. But there had been nothing to prepare city and state 
for what followed on 8 October. The Bangla Congress, with 
Chief Minister Ajoy Mukherjee presiding, passed a resolution 
which stated that inter-party clashes in the field, gheraos, re¬ 
pressive measures in educational institutions, forcible occupation 
of land, police inaction, a general deterioration of law and order, 
activities of anti-social elements protected by various political 
parties, indignities suffered by women and the indifference of the 
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administration had all combined to create a deep sense of in¬ 
security and uncertainty among the people. The resolution 
named no names, but everyone in Calcutta knew which politician 
and which party the Bangla Congress and its remarkable presi¬ 
dent had in mind. 

Mukherjee and Basu met shortly afterwards and declined to 
say what had passed between them for ninety minutes. Next day 
the entire United Front held a meeting (which a headline in The 
Statesman described as ‘Infructuous’) at which virtually every 
other party in the Government accused the CPI (M) of being 
at the bottom of West Bengal’s current troubles. The general 
secretary of the Bangla Congress produced a list of relevant 
incidents; according to this there had been 378 murders since 
the Government was elected, in September alone there had been 
40 inter-party riots, 36 head teachers had been forced to resign 
after persistent gheraos, and in 292 cases of riot the police had 
remained conspicuously inactive. The leader of the CPI said 
that the CPI (M) wanted to annihilate other parties. To all 
charges Jyoti Basu replied that the Bangla Congress figures were 
a fabrication, though he conceded police inaction, this being 
partly because he had been waiting for the United Front to draw 
up a code which would facilitate his own work. 

For a month there was an uneasy peace round the Writers’ 
Building. The new Governor of West Bengal, S. S. Dhavan, 
lately Indian High Commissioner in London, was at this stage 
telling the Indian Institute of Management at Barrackpore that 
those who counselled the working class to wait for better days did 
not even have the merit of practicability; for himself, ‘I hate to be 
a Governor of a State of slaves’; and he wondered how anyone 
could expect Communism to be halted imder the existing state 
of affairs in West Bengal. At almost the same moment, the 
friends of the British Council in Calcutta were carrying, by 
thirty-one votes to twenty-one, a motion regretting the disap¬ 
pearance of the gentleman from their society; a fact observable, 
some of them suggested, from thsi scarcity of males who now 
opened the door for females, or offered their seats to women on 
public transport. Ajoy Mukherjee had gone to Delhi, where he 
was telling a press conference that although there was a feeling 

c.-18 
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of insecurity to life and property in West Bengal, he was in no 
position to relieve Jyoti Basu of the Home portfolio and its con¬ 
trol of the police. Nor was he willing to invite intervention by the 
Central Government. As for the possibility of resigning himself, 
he said, ‘I do not like that the Government should fall just now.* 
He had one positive announcement to make. Together with 
42,000 Bangla Congress supporters in his state, he would shortly 
be taking part in a satyagraha, a peaceful demonstration with 
fasting, in the grandest tradition of Mahatma Gandhi. 

The three-day public fast began on i December at 104 differ¬ 
ent places in West Bengal. The Chief Minister held his own in an 
elaborate tent in Curzon Park, where Lenin’s statue was shortly 
to be placed. He had the telephone installed and he brought his 
ministerial work with him from the Writers’ Building, as the 
Minister of Industries did in the canvas compartment alongside 
him. Thus fortified with Government files, with blankets, pil¬ 
lows, mosquito nets and buckets, the most distinguished part 
of the state-wide satyagraha began at eight o’clock in the morn¬ 
ing, to the chanting of Vedic hymns and recitations from the 
Koran. It was not a peaceful demonstration at all. Thousands 
turned up to file respectfully past the Chief Minister, to garland 
him with flowers and to make their dutiful bobs to him. A jour¬ 
nalist who went along reported that ‘The Chief Minister was at 
times seen disposing of office files.’ But at noon a mob arrived, 
cut the telephone lines, smashed tables and chairs, tore down cur¬ 
tains and flung a variety of missiles around, two of which hit the 
Chief Mmister in the face, before police came and peace was 
restored. There was more violence outside the tent the next day 
and Ajoy Mukherjee told a crowd of friendly demonstrators 
that the police in the state who were not in the good books of 
the administration were either being transferred or dismissed. 
On the third day in Curzon Park, when it was reckoned that 
800,000 had visited the ministerial tent, Mukherjee told a great 
gathering at dusk that ‘If the people of West Bengal think that 
the present state of lawlessness should continue we shall silently 
bid them farewell. We shall quit. We shall never be a party to the 
prevailing barbarism.’ As Chief Minister, he said, he had tried 
his best to resolve the differences at various levels, within the 
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Cabinet and within the United Front. Again and again it had 
been pointed out that the United Front image was being tar¬ 
nished. There had been prolonged discussions and pious resolu¬ 
tions on resolving the inter-party disputes. But the agreement was 
looked upon as a scrap of paper to be thrown into the dustbin. It 
had turned out to be a great hoax. The police were made inactive 
and then violence was let loose ‘I could have appreciated their 
guts,’ he said, ‘if they had confronted the police while launching 
iheir campaign. Let the people judge if the charge of barbarism 
made by me is correct or not ’ 

For the next few weeks the Chief Minister was busy touring 
the country around Calcutta, making the same points again, with 
a number of embellishments. In Krishnagar he said he had been 
reduced to the role of silent onlooker in Government, that neither 
the police nor the district magistrates would obey his orders. In 
Durgapur he said that fifth-grade CPIfM) workers were dictat¬ 
ing orders to policemen. In Howrah he invited Jyoti Basu and 
his party to sue for defamation. Basu, meanwhile, was keeping his 
own counsel for the most part. He told his constituents that any 
attempt to form an alternative Government without the CPI(M), 
which had just happened in Kerala on the subsidence of another 
United Front for superficially different reasons from those now 
plaguing West Bengal, would have serious consequences. He 
thought that in the Bangla Congress’s concern for law and order 
could be heard ‘the voices of thQ jotedars and the big bour¬ 
geoisie’. Curiously, almost nothing was heard from any of the 
other political leaders in Calcutta, although the Congress leader 
P C. Sen had artfully tried to make some capital out of the 
satyagraha by congratulating the Chief Minister on his ‘purifi¬ 
catory fast’ while observing that he could scarcely shirk responsi¬ 
bility for the failure of law and order in the state. But from a 
dozen party bosses in the United Front there was silence now. It 
was as though they were waiting to see what outcome there might 
be between two gladiators, the ineffectual politician who could 
bank on considerable moral support from the public in the land 
of Gandhi, and the supremely skilful politician who in this jungle 
stood or fell in the end upon the strength of his own political 
machine. 
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If some kind of truce had been implicitly called, it had not 
much farther to go. But before it ended there was a moment 
which in any other context would have been glorious farce. The 
state Assembly was due to sit again, after its mid-winter break, 
for a Budget session in the third week of January. It was pro¬ 
posed that the week before there should be an informal meeting 
of the United Front for the settling of differences. The CPI 
leader had insisted that, as a matter of party prestige, the meeting 
should be held at the CPI offices. Several hours before it was due 
to begin, some party leaders decided that it should be held at the 
offices of the Lok Sevak Sangha party instead, and instructed 
the convenors to see to the change of plan. Unfortunately the 
message never got right round the United Front; it had rather 
a long way to travel, after all. Five o’clock came with A joy 
Mukherjee and representatives of the Gorkha League, the For¬ 
ward Bloc and the Socialist Unity Centre sitting with their 
hosts of the CPI, while Jyoti Basu, together with members of 
the Revolutionary Socialist Party, the Workers’ Party of India 
and the LSS, were gathering in another building at the other 
side of the city. A handful of Bolsheviks, members of the Sam- 
yukta Socialist Party, Revolutionary Communist Party of India 
and Forward Bloc (Marxist) had managed to distribute them¬ 
selves in roughly equal proportions at both meetings. And there, 
for the next hour or so, the two groups sat, looking at their 
watches, wondering what new plot had now been hatched, con¬ 
suming tea and toast (at the CPI office) or more seasonable 
Bengali delicacies (on the premises of the LSS). 

There was to be no more fun and games in Calcutta for a 
long time, now. The Budget session began with the Chief 
Minister having to fight his way along the corridors of the 
Assembly, through a mob demonstrating against police inter¬ 
ference in a riot at a school in Beliaghata the night before. It had 
scarcely started to debate West Bengal’s collapsing economy than 
Mukherjee and Basu were making public two long letters they 
had written to each other, extraordinary documents of perhaps 
ten thousand words apiece, in which a variety of British politi¬ 
cians from Winston Churchill to Harold Wilson were cited. 
Mukher jee’s share in this correspondence was first into the public 
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prints, accusing Basu of giving away state secrets about a recent 
intervention in police affairs by the Chief Minister, who had 
cancelled an order made by the Home Department for the with¬ 
drawal of eight criminal cases and for the transfer of a police 
officer. Basu’s reply was that it had been necessary to make public 
some facts because of the Chief Minister’s objectionable propa¬ 
ganda and that *Your dissertation on the provisions of the Con¬ 
stitution will do much credit to a schoolboy.’ 

No hope remained of healing the breach between the two 
leaders after this windy exchange or, by extension, of saving the 
United Front, Mukherjee’s response to Basu’s letter was to warn 
him of the legal consequences that could follow the violation of a 
ministerial oath of secrecy. A week later, in the Assembly, the 
Chief Minister repeated that his Government was now uncivil¬ 
ized and barbarous, and when a member of the CPI (M) jeered at 
him he turned in his temper and thrust an old Congress grudge 
at the Communists. ‘Don’t you feel ashamed?’ he shouted. ‘I was 
m politics before you were born. When we fought for freedom, 
you were acting as agents for the British.’ Somehow, the Assem¬ 
bly stumbled onto even harsher facts of life in Calcutta and 
West Bengal. Mukherjee himself was obliged to announce that 
the Budget Estimates showed a deficit of Rs 405 millions. The 
United Front had inherited a deficit of Rs 250 millions twelve 
months before but now, he said, unless production in the state 
could somehow be increased, ‘we shall have little to distribute 
except poverty’. 

And terror, Fci the Chief Minister had not exaggerated in the 
least during his eccentric denunciations of the lawlessness flow¬ 
ing from his Government. Violence had been there throughout 
the year, but since 1946 Calcutta had not known greater vio¬ 
lence than that which raged through the city from the start of 
1970, during the last few weeks of the United Front. Before then, 
there had been the customary violence of Calcutta - a rickshaw 
runner strangled for refusing to subscribe ten paise to a collection 
for an impromptu concert in the street at Dum Dum, three 
people killed when 10,000 rioted in Burrabazar, barricaded the 
roads with handcarts and tar boilers and set fire to cars and a fire 
engine. There had been a spate of bank robberies with gun play 
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during 1969 and early in the New Year there was another one in 
Park Street, which led to the arrest of Ananta Singh, who had 
been a great Bengali hero in the Chittagong Armoury Raid 
against the British forty years before. More dreadful things than 
bank raids began to happen now. 

Almost every day brought massive riots, which the police 
could no longer control even with firearms because they were 
outnumbered. On one night, seven cinemas were bombed simul¬ 
taneously, one of them was set on fire, and everybody blamed 
the Naxalites. From time to time there would be an explosion 
in a house and rescuers rushing into the wreckage would dis¬ 
cover the mangled bodies of youths who had been making bombs. 
An ambulance which picked up an injured man after a street 
battle was mobbed and its drivers were held at the point of 
pistols and knives while their patient was dragged out and 
stabbed. Couples coming out of cinemas to their cars were sur¬ 
rounded and stripped of their clothing. Women had their jewel¬ 
lery taken by men threatening them with knives; occasionally 
they were raped into the bargain. At the Racecourse one after¬ 
noon in January a crowd suddenly turned on the stands, the 
weighing rooms, the restaurants and the offices of the Royal Cal¬ 
cutta Turf Club and started to wreck and set fire to them. And, 
for the first time since the most violent years of the Raj, Euro¬ 
peans were now being attacked in Calcutta. At the Racecourse 
riot the wife of an official in the British High Commission had 
her necklace torn off by a man who reached to grab it through 
her open car window, while the wife of the West German Consul 
was injured when her car was .surrounded by a mob carrying 
burning timbers. A week later, the wife of the French Consul was 
hacked to death in her bed one night, and her badly injured hus¬ 
band survived only because their son rushed into the room with a 
sword and frightened the three goondas away The streets of 
Central Calcutta now became deserted after dusk by people too 
frightened to move out of their homes. And when, on 9 March, 
Ajoy Mukhertee announced that he and his Bangla Congress 
supporters would be resigning from the Government a week 
later, there was such a panic that, within hours, every fortheiom- 
ing flight by Indian Airlines from Calcutta to Bombay, Delhi and 
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elsewhere in the land, was completely booked up by businessmen 
and their families fearful of a greater wrath to come. 

The statement of resignation said what bad been said time and 
time again for months now. ‘The 32-point programme which 
was pledged before the electorate on the eve of mid-term election 
has not been implemented as it should have been because of the 
atrocious, aggressive, high-handed and fascist activities of the 
CPI (M). . . In spite of some spectacular achievements in some 
spheres, the number of unemployed in the state is on the increase. 
During the rule of the United Front, unbridled chaos and dis¬ 
turbances have taken place all over the state. The state machin¬ 
ery has become the pathetic onlooker in almost all activities of 
vandalism and barbarism. In fact, a reign of terror has been 
established by the CPI (M) in different parts of the state, includ¬ 
ing the metropolitan city of Calcutta.’ There was an attempt to 
cobble up an alternative Government after this, but it was a 
pointless exercise, as everyone well knew who took part in it. 
Even Jyoti Basu, standing before another huge Maidan rally the 
day before Mukherjee abandoned his seals of office, was making 
no more than a rhetorical gesture when he told his followers that 
the CPI (M) had a right to lead Government in these circum¬ 
stances. 

Next morning, the Governor of West Bengal advised New 
Delhi that there had been a breakdowm of the Constitutional 
machinery in his state and suspended the Assembly. That after- 
non, long convoys of military began to roll down Chowringhee 
to take up positions around the city. The sight of them lightened 
many hearts but, in truth, they meant only that the darkness of 
Calcutta was gathering more thickly still. 
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The bickering, of course, did not end with the dissolution. A 
few weeks later it was Lenin’s birthday again, and for this 
hundredth anniversary Calcutta mounted a perfect cameo of the 
more attractive side to its political life. There stood the great god 
figure, bronzed and flatfooted upon his plinth, dominating what 
had been Curzon Park until he moved m and caused it to become 
Lenin Square. There was Governor Dhavan to unveil him, with 
Ajoy Mukherjee and Jyoti Basu and many other old comrades 
to applaud him, and there was the Russian Consul-General try¬ 
ing to look paternal and filial at one and the same time. Naxalites 
were preparing to march somewhere in the vicinity, for it was 
their birthday too. The Governor declared that Lenin had been a 
great friend to India and for his pains was told, five minutes 
later by a speaker from the CPI (M), that he represented the class 
of which Lenin was the sworn enemy. Ajoy Mukherjee narrated 
the whole of Lenin’s life, from birth to death, and when he had 
at last run out of breath was told by Jyoti Basu that he and his 
cohorts had better abandon their fruitless attempts to destroy 
Marxist Communism. A Mr Gupta of the CPI aired his views 
on the CPI (MVs disruptive influence, and was asked why he was 
taking part in a function at which capitalists were trying to 
create confusion in the people’s minds at the expense of Lenin. 
The Russian Consul-General was told by someone else that he 
had no business to be there either, representing as he did the 
forces of revisionism. Everyone spared a slanderous thought for 
the Naxalites, who were just then mustering by the Birla Planet¬ 
arium. 

There wasn’t much else to laugh about in Calcutta. The day 
President’s Rule was declared, the city was once more quiet 
and empty with the menace of a total strike. Within a fortnight, 
an attempt was made on Jyoti Basu’s life in Patna, the bullet 
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killing the man next to him as he was being greeted by local 
party workers on the railway station. Had it hit Basu, there is 
little doubt that Calcutta would have been wsited by another 
medieval fury of retribution, for party passions were then at 
their highest, their internecine animosities inflamed even more by 
the bitterness of lost power. As it was, the customary violence 
merely continued for months, after a short breathing space im¬ 
posed by the presence of troops in the city, who were withdrawn 
as soon as Delhi felt that the first hot wave of resentment against 
outside control had passed. In November, the Indian Parliament 
was told that there had been 313 murders in West Bengal in the 
previous quarter alone, of which more than half were reckoned 
to be political; and since the United Front collapsed there had 
been 526 attacks on policemen, with fatalities increasing at an 
unprecedented rate. The police had begun to respond in kind. 
The Naxalites threatened everyone more than ever before and 
their strategy changed to bombing and killing in the city rather 
than in the coimtry. Their student mobs became particularly 
vicious in their antipathy to Gandhi, to Tagore and to anything 
connected with those two gentle ghosts. They attacked the 
Gandhi Study Centre at Jadavpore one day and burned all its 
literature; and things became so impossible at the university that 
in May it was closed indefinitely. 

A few days later, a young teacher from Essex called Mary 
Taylor was captured with a band of Naxalites in the jungle near 
Jamshedpur, which seemed to astonish people much more than it 
should have done; what the Naxalites are fighting for is, after 
all, not substantially different from what students on campuses 
across Europe and the United States have been demonstrating 
and rioting for in the past year or two. And in India, as else¬ 
where, forces even more sinister were being marshalled ready to 
strike back and smash when the opportunity occurred. General 
Cariappa, sometime Indian High Commissioner in Australasia 
and former Commander-in-chief of the Army, could be heard 
advocating President’s Rule for the entire nation. The powerful 
men of Jana Sangh and Shiv Sena, purveyors of religious and 
racial bigotry, were beginning to press their policies ci7er more 
closely upon Mrs Gandhi, when she was already hemmed in by 
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a cordon of Congressmen including Morarji Desai and Atulya 
Ghosh, who had divided the party and stood off to the Right. 

The gheraos went on, and the most mindless gheraos of all 
were now being conducted against the Commissioner of Calcutta 
Corporation, M. G. Kutty. He had been Director of the CMPO 
until the United Front persuaded him to use his considerable 
and incorruptible skills upon that organism in l^e city which 
stood most in need of them. By the time the monsoon came he 
had been knocked about so often, he had been so frequently 
abused by mobs as he sat at his desk and tried to work, that he 
was almost broken upon the wheel of Calcutta’s poverty-stricken 
and uncomprehending rage. Yet gheraos were not even the 
worst of what had happened there, any more than the violence 
was. The worst of it was the sixty-five factories which had closed 
in the state during January and February after factories had been 
closing one after the other for a year, and the seventeen state 
undertakings that were running at a loss both before and after 
the United Front, and the capital investment that had dropped 
from Rs 209 millions in 1966-7 to Rs 90 millions in 1968-9 with 
the end not yet in sight. 

It is the easiest thmg in the world to come close to despair in 
Calcutta. Every statistic that you tear out of the place reeks of 
doom. Every half mile can produce something that is guaranteed 
to turn a newcomer’s stomach with fear or disgust or a sense of 
hopelessness. It must be a generation at least since anyone stayed 
here for more than a day or two unless he was obliged to, or had 
a phenomenal sense of vocation, or a pathological degree of 
curiosity. Yet for anyone with the wilful staying power to remain 
through that first awful week when Calcutta is driving him away 
with shock and nausea, with resentment and with plain gut- 
rotting funk, a splendid truth about this city slowly dawns upon 
his perceptions and his understanding. It is that although he will 
surely never before have encountered so much that is deadly in 
any one place, he has never been confronted with so much life, 
either. It pulsates and churns aroimd him wherever he goes, it 
swirls in every direction. Though it marches angrily and 
viciously, it also laughs idiotically and infectiously. While it is 
staggering miserably it is also wandering thoughtfully. It is re- 
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producing itself minute by minute, it is thriving and proudly 
brandishing itself. It dominates. 

Bruegel would have been at home here. He would have settled 
down at the top of Chowringhee, on the corner of Lenin’s new 
Sarani, where the unhappy policeman is battling with the trafl&c 
before another bout with the citizenry, or he would have opened 
his sketchbook at the bottom of Chitpore Road, where it swerves 
off in such palpitating confusion towards the high pink bastion 
of the Nakhoda Mosque; and there, unless some fool hove a 
couple of bricks at him because he was about to record some¬ 
thing that local pride preferred to keep uncomfortably to itself, 
he would have started to draw for his life. He would eventually 
have produced one of his peasant masterpieces crammed with 
people. Not (let us hope) The Triumph of Death, but maybe 
something like The Battle Between Carnival and Lent. He would 
have found that the mutilations and the beggary of indigence 
had not changed a bit across four centuries. The mosque would 
have done for his church, with people praying and thieving, with¬ 
out much distinction between the two, right under its eaves. 
That pot-bellied babu would go well astride a carnival hogshead, 
and the sadhu with his holy mud and his trident could preach 
him lenten mortifications. The buildings here might not have 
slops emptied from their upper windows (though you can be 
sure of little in this city) but they would make up for that with 
the garbage in their gutters. There might not be children here, 
each flailing at a top with a whip in his hand, but there would be 
many small boys possibly carrying other weapons of offence. 
And everywhere the artist looked, he would sec people negotiat¬ 
ing the business of small trade, iust as they were conducting it in 
1559, down to the seasonal preponderance of fish; for the 
Hooghly is just down the road and it is a-swarm with hilsa. 

Even when Calcutta is at its most alarming and its most dis¬ 
tasteful, it can warm you with some vivid expression of its 
humanity if you can shed your inhibitions, or at least move 
them aside for an instant, enough to take this in. The city is now 
decorated from one end to the other with the slogans and the 
symbols of what promises to be a brutal revolution if il breaks 
out properly. Exhortations to action and representations of Mao 
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Tse Tung are now splattered across half die walls standing 
between Bansberia in the North and Budge Budge in the South. 
Some of this is poetry. There are commonplace lines of prose by 
the hundred, parrotted from the chapbooks of Pdcing, like 'Make 
the seventies the decade of liberation* and ^Political power grows 
out of the barrel of a gun*. But dien, one day, you turn a comer 
in Ballygunge and find yourself face to face with 'Awaken from 
your slumber, ye sons of Bengal, and give out a Leonine roar* 
alongside a most engaging stencilled portrait of Mao in delicate 
light blue wash, as carefully and fondly drawn as the work of 
the most dedicated pavement artist who is out to secure your 
appreciation as much as your money. 

Or slip into National and Grindlay*s Bank on Chowringhee, 
to change some of the money that has made this place what it has 
terribly become. Just round the corner in Park Street, a gang of 
men have been marching behind a red banner, shouting 'Zinda- 
bad’ for the long life of some cause or person, or ‘Biplab* for the 
revolution that will shorten many lives. Outside the bank a row 
of beggars squats and leans against the wall, not beseeching 
fiercely as so many beggars in Calcutta do, but each man and 
woman me^ly holding one arm out, gazing vacantly at the 
Maidan across the road, taking not the slightest notice of one 
another, petrified by the wasting inertia of their situation; for 
begging outside a bank is the emptiest beggary of all. Inside, all 
is crisply air-conditiemed security. Two or three men in khaki 
lounge or stroll watchfully with rifles at the sloppy trail. Peons 
queue listlessly at counters, awaiting the disbursement of their 
employers* funds, which suggests either shocking arrogance or a 
superb faith in human nature on someone’s part, for these mm 
are not very much better oft than the beggars outside. Visiting 
Europeans sit with glossy magazines in plastic leather easy chairs, 
nervously eyeing the rifles while they await the call of sol^^cy. 
Local businessmen pad away to the glass doors and the street, 
pausing on the threshold to tuck briefcases even more firmly 
un4er their arms, for many hazards now await the ridi man in 
thi^ dty when he leaves the protection of his stockades. Other* 
wise, the atmosphere of National and Grindlay’s on Chowring¬ 
hee is simply invested with all the calculated balance between 
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service and self-interest that has put the bankers of London and 
the gnomes of Zurich so firmly in their place. It is equally de¬ 
pressing. But it lightens wonderfully when you actually transact 
your modest business in travellers’ cheques. For the clerk sits you 
in a cane chair by his side while he flicks through his variety of 
triplicated forms and tots up his columns of numbers with the 
same mannered absorption of his distant colleagues in Cornhill. 
He offers you a glass of water while you wait. He exchanges 
polite simplicities about the weather. He hands you a little brass 
disc which you must carry to the counter over there to recover 
your money. And when you ask him if you might please have 
your cash in so many ten-rupee notes, so many fivers and so 
many singles, he at once transforms National and Grindlay’s 
into something bigger and better than an institution with his re¬ 
ply. ‘Ah, yes, yes*, he says, scarcely looking up from his accounts, 
‘if you’ll just wait till I have finished this and then go over there 
with this, you shall have everything you need exactly in accord¬ 
ance with all your own sweet wishes.’ 

Nowhere do you feel the oppressiveness of Calcutta more than 
at one of those interminable rallies on the Maidan organized by 
the CPI (M). They generally start about teatime, they rarely 
finish before nine o’clock, and some of the hours between can 
drag heavily when you do not understand Bengali. But they are 
masterly exhibitions of organization. An entrance has been 
created along the Red Road by lashing tall saplings together 
into a fence with an open gateway, and a corduroy path has been 
laid from this to the platform fifty yards away, so that the leaders 
shall not get their feet damp. The platform is high, so that every¬ 
one on it will be visible at a great distance, and it is large 
enough to accommodate twenty or thirty if they sit as close to¬ 
gether as good comrades should. It is illuminated with spot¬ 
lights, it flutters with red flags, and it has a huge red backcloth 
upon which Lenin is straining resolutely forward from a thicket 
of banners. Everything is perfectly under control. There is a 
posse of young party bloods guarding the gateway and two lines 
of them flanking the path to the platform. They are all exceed¬ 
ingly neat in khaki drill trousers, with white shirts and carefully 
rolled-up sleeves, with standard army webbing belts blancoed in 
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khaki greeD No. 3, and with the large red party roundel pinned 
on their chests - which makes them look a bit like a lot of very 
well disciplined football supporters. Some of them wear boots 
and many of them wear the kepi, as fashionably introduced by 
Fidel Castro. They look alert, tough and extremely supple. Every 
one of them bears a wrist watch. These boys are nowhere near 
the bottom of Calcutta’s pile. Not many people in die enormous 
crowd seem to be utterly poor either; at least, not the ones near 
the front. As they sit there upon the ground, row after attentive 
row of them, a brigade of young women to the fore, they seon 
mostly to be the clerks and the educated workers of the city to¬ 
gether with many, many students. But, distantly across the 
Maidan, people have climbed trees and others are packed stand¬ 
ing on top of the Esplanade tram shelters, and goodness knows 
where they come in the scale of things. There must be a hundred 
thousand here altogether. The most distant ones have their own 
background in glaring red; a neon sign at the top of Chowringhee 
with its message of ‘Life Insurance For Security*. 

The leaders come through the guard of honour to the platform, 
men in white dhotis with their heads held high and not a party 
badge between them. Jyoti Basu speaks first and in the terms of 
Western oratory his would be an impassioned speech, but with 
the passion kept finely under control. Privately he thinks that 
there will be several more United Fronts here, broken by periods 
of President’s Rule, until one party comes out of an election with 
enough votes to rule alone; but he is not saying this to his audi¬ 
ence. He is telling them to beware of revisionism, that their ene¬ 
mies must beware if there is to be no bloodshed, that all who are 
not with them are against them. And his audience follows him 
closely but quietly, punctuating his hour at the loudspeaker with 
occasional surges of handclapping. It is only when he has sat 
down, when Promode Dasgupta and Hare Krishna Konar are 
having their say, that you see why Bengalis think Basu at his 
worst in public speech. For theirs is the oratory that sends men 
delirious with dreams, that can set a rabble to a march of destruc¬ 
tion. Basu has his rising moments and his dying falls, his left 
hand confidently on his hip while his right hand presents an in¬ 
disputable pomt. But Dasgupta and Konar are magnetic. 



ZINDABAD 


355 

They pace themselves as artfully as Billy Graham once did. 
They begin quietly, almost stealthily, and they will toss away a 
joke casually to play their people into humour. Gradually their 
pace quickens, their intonation rises, the crowd’s excitement 
mounting with it, until they shut everything off with a gesture. 
Silence. Then they start again, but not quite so far down the 
scale this time, and now they drive on until they are trembling 
with the passion of their speech, until their voices have risen 
to a new and more fervent pitch than ever before, until one hand 
is raised high with its fingers curved and outstretched as though 
it were about to bring a mighty chorus into a crashing paean of 
exultation. From start to finish they move this crowd as Jyoti 
Basu has never moved it for one instant. They have people roar¬ 
ing with laughter, with acclaim, with anger. They have men 
leaping to their feet and shaking their fists agreeably in return. 
They have everybody in that hundred thousand of followers pre¬ 
pared to follow them to the death. When the speeches are done, 
the leaders begin to sing the Internationale. At once, something 
happens that fixes the contradictory parts of this monstrous but 
marvellous city. All over that crowd, torches are swiftly lit and 
held high in flaring salute. There is something horribly lynch- 
ecry about that moment; but at the same time you know that this 
is a turning point in history perversely like those few blessed 
days in Prague, when the people went out on the streets and 
signed that manifesto to stiffen Alexander Dubcek and his col¬ 
leagues against the browbeating of the Russian Politbureau at 
Ciema Nad Tisou. 

These are not robots, although they can perhaps be made to 
behave as such. For four and a half long-winded hours, small 
boys were roaming through that crowd, selling sweets out of 
glass jars and tea out of kettles, giggling even with the rich 
European intruder as they went. While Dasgupta and Konar 
were invoking the most awful penalties against capitalism, a 
stout party member was threading his way through their audi¬ 
ence, assiduously collecting money for the revolutionary funds. 
Twice he came past the rich European and asked him, comrade, 
to subscribe with everybody else. On his third circuit he wonder- 
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fully forgot just where he was and where the pair of you rela* 
tively stood, and called you *Sahib* instead. 

To point out and enjoy these things is not to ignore the real 
horrors of this city, or in some obscure way to plead mitigation 
of them. The poverty of Calcutta is an affront to the dignity of 
mankind and a mocking tell-tale against the achievement of 
nations. We must be rid of it. But before we can start to do that 
we must come to terms with it; we must clear ourselves of the 
temptation to pass it by on the other side because it is too awful 
to behold. It is not. Yet there can now be very little time left be¬ 
fore something which we may call disaster happens to this city. 
Perhaps it will be the disaster foreseen and feared by the town 
planners, in which case we can only guess at its course. Possibly 
this will begin with some plague on a medieval scale, for the 
water pipes which the heirs of Messrs Jessop and Co. laid a 
century ago have just passed their cast-iron expectation of life 
and they are surroimded by earth soaked in sewage, whose mois¬ 
tures will flow into the pipes when they finally burst with age. 
While some people are counting their rising piles of dead, others 
will have become so maddened by their loss and by their fury at 
the fates, that they will set out to destroy. They will rage through 
this city with torches, with knives, with bombs, with pistols, 
with axes and with bare hands. They will bum everything that 
can be put to the torch and they will smash everything that can¬ 
not be burned and they will kill and terribly mutilate anyone who 
gets in their way and even those who flee. The destruction will 
be such that Calcutta will cut itself off from the world outside 
as, in a small way, it has already nvice cut itself off in recent 
times; the telephone lines will be severed, the roads vdll be 
blocked, the railway lines will be blown apart and, at Dum Dtim, 
aircraft which come in to land will be set upon by swarming mobs 
and destroyed, their passengers massacred. Nothing will be heard 
from Calcutta for days and the world will wonder what has at last 
become of it. When the world finally lumbers down to the 
Hooghly, past the refugees who will be streaming away in hun¬ 
dreds of thousands and possibly millions, it will discover a city 
of smoking ruins with a handful of savages who are beginning to 
destroy one another. And writers will struggle for the words to 
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describe has happened, as tfa^ struggled once before. 

Perhaps there will be another kind of disaster before Calcutta 
is left to its plague, though this one threatens only the rich in 
their nightmares. In this haunting horror, the night comes when 
every poor man in the city rises from his pavement and his sqalid 
bustee and at last dispossesses the rich with crazy ferocity. The 
arsenals of the rich will be no protection against this onslaught 
in the close confinements of Calcutta, for there are so many 
millions of poor here and only a few thousand of rich, and life 
is very cheaply lived upon a pavement and in a bustee. The poor 
shadows will come quietly out of their deeper darkness and they 
will pick off the first few rich in small handfuls, hauling them 
out of their cars and butchering them on the spot; and when the 
rich reach for their defences they will be overwhelmed and buried 
by the numbers of the poor. There will be a signal for this night¬ 
mare to become reality and it will be given by the rickshaw men 
who have pulled so many rich people around Calcutta like ani¬ 
mals all their lives. They will begin to pass it on when darkness 
falls, as the rich move away to their homes and their pleasures. 
All over the city and along the Hooghly there will be the sound 
of bells being tapped one after another against the shafts of 
motionless rickshaws or upon the sides of lamp posts. As any rich 
man walks the streets that night he will be followed wherever he 
goes, from one pool of light to the next, by this dull anvil ring 
of rickshaw bells. Tap-tap-tap, the signal will pursue him mys¬ 
teriously down each street; and there will be no shaking it oflf. It 
will tell him that his time has come. 

The tune for compassion will be past. 
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A NUMBER of sources have been much harder worked than others 
in the construction of this book. Utterly indispensable has been the 
Baste Development Plan for the Calcutta Metropolitan District 
J966-1986 (CMPO 1966) for an understanding of what is struc¬ 
turally happening to the city, and all statistical information is taken 
from there, unless otherwise noted. The file.s of The Statesman news¬ 
paper have yielded the basic material from which the following 
episodes have been written: the local reaction to George V’s announce¬ 
ment in 1911 that the Imperial capital would be moved to Delhi, the 
Bengal famine of 1943, the massacre of 1946, Independence in 1947 
and the period since the United Front Government took office for the 
second time at the start of 1969, together with the sketches of such 
passing moments as the visits of Bulganin and Khrushchev in I 955 
and Queen Elizabeth in 1961^ and anything else that took my fancy 
as I was wrestling with those disintegrating tomes in Calcutta Broom¬ 
field’s work was invaluable to me m navigating the intricacies of 
Bengali politics after Curzon, as Kopf’s was on those fruitful decades 
just before the Mutiny; and, as Broomfield is a New Zealander and 
Kopf an American, these books have the additional merit of a de¬ 
tachment no Englishman could possibly manage when he writes about 
India The essays on the Bengal Renaissance edited b> Gupta need a 
great deal of staying power but are worth the effort to understand the 
Bengali attitude both then and now, though Ginsh Chandra Ghosh 
presents that with outstanding clarity in his own period and is a 
pleasure to read into the bargain. As for general histones of India 
with a British outlook, I don’t suppose one could find a more compre¬ 
hensive background to a study of Calcutta (short of tackling the 
enormous Cambridge History itself) than the two volumes by Philip 
Woodruff; certainly nothing more superbly entertaining or full of 
instinct for its subject. It is as well to bear in mind when approaching 
Woodruff, though, that he was a distinguished member of the indian 
Civil Service himself, and that he is therefore as generously and 
scrupulously partial as that might imply. 
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cholera, 7X, 102,125,219,283, 
286 

Chor Bagan, 21 
Chota Nagpur, 83 
Chowdhury, Subama Roy, 189 
Chowringhee, British in, 61, 63, 
77; opinions on, 73, 230,237, 
267; street-sleepers in, 94-5; 
entertaimnents in, i xo, 229; 
shops in, 129-30,136,169-73, 
231; mentioned, 24,105,113, 

* 57 , * 75 » *77 
Chowringhee Square, 150 
Christianity, Christians, 68,77, 
176,194,20X, 209,272; see 
also Mother Teresa 
Churchill, Major-General C. H., 
140 

Churchm, Sir Winston, x8,24, 

237 

Chuttanoty, 31 

cigarettes see tobacco industry 


cinema, 24, xii, 169, X90-91, 

206,216-17,245,261, 338 
Citizens Protection League, 

258-9 

Civtl and Military Gazette^ 245 
class distinction, 107-8,189 
Clavexing, General, 52, 53,54, 

55 , 247 

climate, 17, x8,22,24-6, 59-60, 
120,136 

Clive, Robert, 34, 37, 38,40-41, 
45 - 7 , 5 *, 53 ,66,200,231,233 
Clive Row, 15 X 
Clive Street, 41 
clothes, 24,32,61-2,80,1x8, 

151,162,170-7X, x8o 
clothing industry, 133,140 
clubs, clubmen, 163-7,205, 228, 
253,254,257,258, see also 
Bengal Club; Calcutta Club 
Cockerell, Sir Charles, 244 
coal, coal mining, 79,134,188 
Colebrooke, Henry, 51,68,76, 
*57 

College Square, 88,195, 338 
College Street, 245 
Commerce, 86 

conunerce, under Moguls, 27, 
35-6, 38-9,46-7; British 
interest, 74-5, 78-81,146-50, 
185, 333; exports, 133; 
imports, 133; foreign interests, 
147; Indian, i 5 *- 3 , *83-5, 
188; decline in, 288-9,293-5, 
350; effect of industrial action, 
323, 333-5, see also East India 
Company; industry 
Committee of Public Instruction, 
76 

Communism, 114,119,169,178, 
186,206,231,294,302,306. 
308 
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Communist Party of India, 
peasants’ congress, 142-3, 

310; outlawed by British, 
308-9; foundation of, 308-9; 
and Congress, 309, 310-11, 
313-14; in Kerala, 309; 
membership of, 309; split in, 
315; in 1962 elections, 1969 
elections, 327—8; and CPI (M), 
344, 345, see also United 
Front 

Communist Party of India 
(Marxist), political rallies of, 
168, 348, 352-6; formation of, 
315; in 1962 elections, 

315-16; April Resolution of, 
318; land reform and, 319-20; 
and Naxalbari incident, 320; 
in 1969 elections, 327-8; 
struggle with Delhi, 332; 
industrial action and, 335-^, 
341; and terrorism, 337, 341, 
347; and clash with Bangla 
Congress, 340-41, 343 , 346 - 7 , 
see also Basu, Jyoti; 'United 
Front* 

Communist Party of India 
(Marxist-Lcninist), and CPI, 
345 

Congress Party, 84,153,196, 
197,218, 309,313-15,327, 
330, 343, see also United 
Front 

Contai, 124 

Cooch Behar, Maharajah of, 132 

cooks, cook<-bearer, 65,104 

coolies, 178-9 

Cornwallis, Lord, 35,65—7,232 

Cornwallis Street, 123 

Cossimbazar, Maharajah of, 133, 
X 34 

Cossipore, 282,304, 335 


CossitoUah, 77 
cottage industries, 177-8 
cows, 21,92,1x6, Z84,246 
credit societies, 144 
cremation, 97,124,128,135, 
137-8,296, see also suttee 
Crewe, Lord, 86, 88, 89-90 
Cripps, Sir Stafford, 197, 309 
culture, 162-3,190-92, 204-5 
Curzon, Lord, and his monument 
to Black Hole, 45,197; and 
Calcutta Corporation, 82-3, 
194; and Calcutta University, 
83, 117; and partition of 
Bengal, 83, 84, 86,184; 
memorial to, 227; and Victoria 
Memorial, 232, 235; character 
of, 236-7; on Calcutta, 272-3, 
276, see also Government 
House; mentioned, 203, 238, 
257» 263 

Curzon Park, 342, 348 

Dacca, 63,109,125, 215 
dacoits, 63-4, 1x3 
Dakineshwar temple, 205, 209 
Dalhousie Square, 76,145, X50, 
163, 177, 239, 306, and see 
Behoy-Badal-Dinesh Bagh 
Daniells family, 242 
Daniells, Thomas, 243-5 
Darjeeling, 25, 79 
Das, Chittaranjan, 196,214, 3x0, 
328 

Dasgupta, Pramode, 321, 354, 
355 

Datta, Michael Madhusudan, 
X94, 203, 233 
death penalty, 64, X39 
deaths, European, in Calcutta, 

32,60,246-7; Indian, in 
streets,95, xx8; Indiui,m 
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Kirmal Hriday, 96-7; from 
cholera, 102; and disposal of 
corpses in Hoog^t> 138,268; 
infant mortality in Calcutta, 
274; see also cremation; 
famine, murder; race riots 
Deccan, 35 

Delhi, as Mogul capital, 30,36, 
39> 47> 50» 86; Armenians in, 
36; Indian Mutiny in, 78,192; 
capital removed to, 86-8,146, 
189; population of, 103; 
wealth of, 142; relations with 
West Bengal, 295-6, 301,306, 
327,329; mentioned, i2z, 125, 
152* 153. 207 

Denmailt, Danes, 35,49,68 
DeRozio, Henry Louis Vivian, 
70-71, 201 

Desai, Morarji, 329, 350 
desertion, 107, 122 
de Valera, Eamon, 197 
Dey, Ram Dollal, (Ramdnlal), 

75.188 

Dhakuria Lake, 109 
Dhapa leper colony, 97-8,128, 
299 

Dfaaramtala Street, 169,217, 
218, 223,278 
Dhavan, S. S., 341,348 
dhobies, 64,104, see also water 
supply 

Dhurmtollar Bazaar, 269 
Diamond Harbour, 136,288 
Dinu Chamrawalla*8 mosque, 

214 

Direct Action Day, 217-18 
District Magistrate’s House, 246 
docks, dodkyards, 34,74, i33> 
13^7.140,178,276,288 
doctors, 102,165 
dogs, 102, iz6,123,126,138, 


219,294,298 
Drake, Roger, 41,43,168 
drinking, 59, 70,158,161,162, 
165,166,254,261 
Dum Dum, small arms factory 
at, 80; airport, 91,117,157, 
163,212,224,257,330,356 
leopards near, 136; riot at, 

330; mentioned, 142 
Dupleix, 34,40 
Durbar, King George Vi’s, 87, 

88 

Durga, see Kali 
Durga Puja, 209-11,214,323, 
338 

Durgapur, 134,302,303,304, 
343 

durwans, 64,104,172 
Dutta Industrial Licensing 
Committee, 153 
Dyer, G^eral, 205,258 
dysentery, 122,238 

East Bengal, 83, 85,115-17, 

135, 214, 221; see alsOi Bengal 
East Indian Company, formation 
of, 28; and Mogul Empire, 
28-9, 33,41-7; and 
exploitation of India, 33, 37-9. 
45-7,112-13; expansion of, 
33,37,40,73-4,189; and the 
French, 40,45; financial 
difficulties of, 50-51; Indian 
Mutiny and, 76-7; liquidation 
of, 78; mentioned, 145,176, 
188, 200,244; see also 
Chamock, Job; Clive, Robert; 
Cornwallis, Lord; Hastings, 
Warren; Wellesley, Lord 
East Pakistan, 105,109,282,320 
Eden, Hon. Emily, 58,226,235, 
242 
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education, in nineteenth century, 
69-70, 192-3; and 
nationalism, 84; labour market 
and, 117,144; Bengali attitude 
to, 189-90, 193; Tagore 
family and, 201-4; of British 
children, 253-4,256, 261; 
mentioned, 108; see also 
iliiteracy; schools, students 
Edward VII, King, 232 
electricity, lack of, in bustees, 99, 
106; failure of supply of, 331 
Electricity (Supply) Act 1948, 
148 

Elgin, Lord, 235, 238 
Elizabeth I, Queen, 28 
Elizabeth II, Queen, 257-8 
Ellenborough, Lord, 235 
Elphinstone, Mountstuait, 187 
Emerson, Sir William, 231,241 
engineering industry, 134,147, 
151, 303 

The Englishman^ 78, 81, 86, 200 
Entally, 97 

entertainment, 162-3, 230, 
235-6, 237-8, 252-3, 254-5, 
see also cinema 
Esplanade, 60, 64,169 
Eyre, Sir Charles, 31, 37 

factories, closures, 147, 325, 333, 
350; employment in, 293, 294, 
334; industrial action in, 
323-4, 325, 334i mentioned, 
91,134,140, 224-5; see also 
commerce; industry; jute mills 
factories (warehouses), 28, 29-30, 
38 

family hospitality, 107 
family life, 106-8,121-2,274-5 
family separation, loi 
iamintt 49,51,118-26,168, 


I 98 - 9 > 237,278 
Farraka barrage, 287, 334 
Farrer, Thomas, 65,166 
fasts, 184, 223, 342 
Fay, Mrs, 58, 59 
fish, fishing, 32,120,138 
film industry, 282, see also 
cinema 

First World War, 146 
food, Indian, 104,111,118-19, 
143-4,172 
food prices, 118 
food taboos, 123 
Ford Foundation, 302 
Formosa, 199 
Fort Gustavus, 34 
Fort St George, 54 
Fort William, size of, 42; taken 
by Siraj'Ud-Daula, 42-4; 
deterioration of, 49; rebuilding 
of, 50, 200, 241; under 
Hastings, 53; during Indian 
Mutiny, 76-7; used by Indian 
Government, 231; mentioned, 
37*56, 63,87,141,182, 228 
Fort William College, 67-8,69, 
71, 72-3, 234 

Forward Bloc, 315, 328, 344 
Forward Bloc (Marxist), 344 
47th Native Infantry, 76 
Foster, Sir Ridgeby, 254 
Foucauld, Charles de, 297 
Fourteenth Army, 119,199 
France, French, 34-5, 39, 44 * 70 
Francis, Philip, 52, 53-7, 60, 
62-3, 140, 246 
Freemasons, 39,41 
Frere, Sir Bartle, 79,126.268 
French East Indian Company, 40 
French Revolution, 68,70, 72 

gambling, 49,53,60, loi 
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games^ exercise, 6o, 8i, 137,187, 
228-9, 235, 236, 254, 256, 335 
Gandhi, Mrs Indira, 135, 329, 

333 , 338, 349-50 
Gandhi, Mahatma, Congress 
and,i i5i Birla family and, 
152; Marwaris and, 185; Bose 
and, 196, 197; non-violence 
and, 196, 212, 316, 342; 
Tagore and, 204; and Calcutta 
race riots, 220-23 j niemonal 
in Calcutta to, 227, 338; and 
Independence Day, 260; 
imprisonment of, 309; 
influence of, 316; reaction 
agamst, 338, 349; mentioned, 
326, 338 
Ganesh, 19, 209 
Ganga River, 26, 27, 63, 128, 
132, 135, 282, 286-8 
Garden Reach, 79, 288 
gardens, 21, 140,155, 157, 235, 
238, 244, 329 

garlands, 98,137, i6i, 208, 211, 
342 

Garrick, David, 61, 248 
Garstin, Colonel, 241—2 
gas industry, lighting, 151,268 
Gas Street, 225, 278 
George III, King, 35,52,243 
George IV, King, 244 
George V, King, 86-8, 89, 195, 
227, 232 

George VI, King, 119 
Germany, Germans, 197-8, 

34<5 

ghats see cremation 
ghee, 64, 183-4,313 
gherao, 212-13, 302, 318, 323-5* 
331,335,339-41,350 
Ghosh, Atulya, 311, 312, 

314-15, 326, 350 
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Ghosh, Girish Chandra, 76, 77, 
213, 236, 267-70 
Goa, Goanese, 27,144 
goats, 294 

Goonda Act C1923), 113 
gondas, 112, 114-15, 218-19, 

346 

Gopalpur-on-sea, 163, 248-50 
Gorkha League, 315, 344 
Government House, built by 
Wellesley, 68, 234-5, 241; 
Hastings in, 68-9, 235; 
Canning in, 78, 236; social life 
in, 89-90, 235, 237-8, 257; 
Curzon in, 234-5, 236-7, 238; 
cost of, 234; Ellenborough in, 
235; Elgin in, 235, 238^ 
Northbrook in, 235, 237; 
Hardinge in, 235, 236; gardens 
of, 235-6, 238, Amherst in, 
236, Lawrence in, 236^ 

Lytton in, 236; Bcntinck 
m, 238; Mayo in, 238, on 
Independence Day, 260—61; 
Burrows in, 261, 263-4; 
mentioned, 227, 306 
Govindpur, 30 
Grande, Madame, Catherine, 
62-3 

Grand Opera House, 87 
Grand Hotel, 93,170, 171-2, 

261 

Grand Trunk Road, 160 
Grant, Captain, 42, 43 
Granville, Walter, 241 
Great Eastern Hotel, 77, 245, 
Griffiths, Sir Percival, 254 
Gujeratii., 180, 295-6 
Gupta, Iswarchandra, 192 
Gurkhas, 218 
gurus, 72 

Gwalior Monument, 140 
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Haldia, 289, 304 
Halhed, Nathaniel, 51 
Hamilton, Captain Alexander, 

3 i- 3 » 57 
Hardinge, Lord, 85, 86, 88,89, 
235, 236,237, 263 
Harmonic House, 65 
Hasnabad, 282 

Hastings, Marquis of, 66, 68-9, 
139, 235 

Hastings, Marian, 54, 56,62 
Hastings, Warren, as a Junior 
Writer, 41,47; backgroimd, 
47; during Black Hole 
incident, 47; marriages of, 47, 
53~4, 62; financial deabngs of, 
48; in recapture of Calcutta, 
48; as Governor, 48, 50-51; 
character of, 48-9; and 
Nuncomar’s trial, 48-9, 54-5; 
scholasticism and, 49-50, 72; 
as Governor-General, 51-7, 

65; memorials to, 232,244; 
Kettle’s portrait of, 2420.; 
mentioned, 67, 90,140, 247 
Hastings, Mrs Warren, 47 
Harrington Street, 156 
Harrison Road, 223 
hawkers, 169, see also traders 
Heber, Reginald, Bishop of 
Calcutta, 18, 73,92,140,230, 
233 

Hickey, William, 58, 60, 62,63, 

65, 233 

Hicky, Augustus, 62, 64 
Hijili island, 30 
Himalayas, 134,135,244 
Hindi language, 65,171 
Hindu Arya Samaj, 214-15 
Hindu College, 69-70, 20 x 
Hindu Mela, 202 
Hindustan Standardy 125 


Hindustan TimeSy 15X 
Hinduism, festivals, 75,189; 
food taboos, 123,179,184, 
208-11; mentioned, 19-20,22 
Hindoostanee Press, 70 
Hitler, Adolf, 197,198 
Hodnet, 74 
Holi festival, 189,209 
Holland, Dutch, 33, 34,44,47 
Holwell, John Zephaniah, 41,42, 

43 - 5 * 47 

Ho Chi Minh, 338, 340 
Ho Chi Minh Street, 156, 329 
Hooghly (village of), 28, 29, 30, 
36, 40, 54, 79 

Hooghly, River, navigational 
difficulties of, 34,135-6, 
287-9; boating on, 60; 
industry bordering, 75, 140; 
activities on, 137-41,173, 

209; corpses thrown in, 138, 
220, 268; sacredness of, 135, 
137,139.184*209,211; 

Durga Puja and, 209, 2ZO-iz; 
contamination of, 268, 286-7; 
river crossings, 273, 290, 306, 
330; as source of drinking 
water, 286-8; improvements 
to, 288-90; mentioned, 37,76, 
98,124,230 
hooka, 48, 61 

horseracing, 60,147,165,220, 
236, 251, 257 

hospitals, 33,70,80,102,124, 
245-6, 294 

hotels, 164,170,183,208,261, 
see also Grand Hotel; Great 
Eastern Hotel 
housing, European, 42,50, 
59-60,64-5,73-4; rural, 91* 
143; flats, 92; overcrowding, 
103,142,145,274-5; of rich 
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Indians, i 53 - 4 > I 55 » 156; 
planning and development, 
179, 301, 303, 305; Richard’s 
report on, 273-5; partition 
suits and, 276; see also 
bustees; kothabaris; slums 
Howrah, 33, 39, 79, 99,102, 

122,136, 137»343 
Howrah Bridge, 24,109,129, 
I 37 > 138,141* 209, 230,273, 
290 

Howrah Station, 95, 248, 290, 
293 

L'Humaniie, 85 

hunger strikes, 197, see also i.asts 
hunting, 170, 253 
Hungerford Street, 156 
Huq, Fazlul, 121, 215 

Ice House, 59 
Ichamati river, 282 
Ilbert Bill, 81, 253 
illiteracy, 103, 171, 294 
immigrants, 105, 108-9, 115-16, 
121-3, 145, 282-4, 
refugees 

Impey, Sir Elijah, 52, 54-5,62, 
157,166, 228, 243, 24s 
Imphal, 199 
incense, 173, 208 
Income Tax Investigation 
Commission, 154 
India, Europeans in, 27-8, 34-6, 
40; Independence in, 74-5, 
146, 222-3, 260-62; Partition, 
105,115,176,282, 283; trade 
and economy, 133,145,152, 
265; see also Bengal; Delhi; 
Mogul Empire; West Bengal 
India Act, 65 
India Gazetiey 200 
Indian Association, 195 


Indian Civil Service, r8,78, 
80-81,189,195,196,200, 

202, 280 

Indian Councils Act, 85 
Indian Independence Week, 198 
Indian Institute of Management, 

341 

Indian Mutiny, 76-8, 87, 113, 
143,192, 236, 258 
Indian National Army, 119,198, 
199-200 

indigo industry, 81, 82,143,200 
Indo-Pakistam War, 282 
Indo-Portuguese, 42 
industry, 17,19, i33-4, i47-9» 
151,154, 200-201, 225, 

294 - 5 > -^ 99 , 304 - 5 > 331 - 5 , 35 ® 
insurance, 148,150, 201 
msurrections, 76, 82, 143; see 
also Indian Mutiny; 

Naxalbari; race riots 
iron, 134, 152 
Isfahan, 36 
Islam, 180, 214, 222 
Italy, Italians, 15,197-8, 203 

jackals, 124,126, 273 
Jadavpore, 107 

Jadavpore, University, 99, 330, 
349 

Jagannath, Lord, 248 
Jain Temple, 185 
Jams, 183,184 
Jaipur State, 152,183 
Jallianwalla Bagh massacre, 205 
Jamshedpur, 134,152 
Japan, Japanese, 119,198-91 
262,273 

Jayakar, M. R., 126 
Jemdawee, 64 
Jemedars, 62 

jewellery, jewellers, 166,185 
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Jha, Sibsankar, X43-4 
Jinnah, Muhammad Ali, 2x6, 
221 

Jodpur State, 183 
John Bull see The Englishman 
Johnson, 'Begum’, 41,42,44 
Johnson, Reverend William, 41, 
48, 54, 243 

Jones, William, 51, 76,157 
jotedar, 3x9-20, 333 
justice see law 

jute industry, 75,100,103,133, 
144-6,257, 278,290, 334 

Kabul, 197 

Kali the Terrible, 19-20, 70, 84, 
88, 96,98,137,139,169, 
208-10, 300 

Kalighat, 70, 88,136,208, 300, 
306 

Kalikata, 20, 30, 36,134,186, 
200 

Kalpi, 288 
Kalwars, 188 
Kalyani, 303-4 
Kamartuli, 210 
Kanchrapara, 99, 332 
Kandla, 289 
Kangali, 110-12 
Kanarese, 68 
Karachi, 88 
Karim, Abdul, 233 
Kashmir, Kashmiris, 163,180, 
261 

Kasim, Mir, 38 
Kasimbazar, 41,47,48 
Kerala, 284, 309, 310, 318, 319, 
343 , 

khatal, 99-100,180 
Khrushchev, Nikita, 211, 257-8 
Kidderpore Docks, 136,140, 
178, 276, 289 


Kipling, Rudyard, 18,31, x68, 
233 ,245,270 

knifing 1x4,2x7,218-19,220, 
221, 337,346, see also riots 
Konar, Hari Krishna, 319, 320, 

332, 354 , 355 
kothabari, 106,107-8 
Krishnagar, 343 
Kulti, 134 
Kurawas, 86 
Kweiyang, 143 

Lahore, 18,139 

Lakshmi Narain Hindu Temple, 

153 

Lalbazar, 64, 65 
Lamb, Charles, 60 
land-holding and redistribution, 
66,188,319-22, 332, 336-7, 
340 

Landor, Walter Savage, 60,247 
Landowners’ Association, 200 
languages, 175-6, 310 
Lansdowne, Lord, 237 
La Poesict 35 

law, 52, 54-5, 63-4, 81, 85,154, 
166, 290 312-14, 324-5, 327, 
340; see also police force 
lawyers, 83, 201 
Lenin Sarani, 329 
Lenin, V. I., 19,143, 338, 342, 
348 

Lear, Edward, 230, 237 
Lebedelf, Herassim, 61 
leprosy, 97-8,128, 299,300 
Liberation^ 338-9 
libraries, 24,49,156 
Lipton, Sir Thomas, 147-8 
literature, 69, 71, 73,190, see 
also Tagore, Rabindranath 
Little Brothers and Sisters of 
Jesus, 296 
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Liverpool, Lord, 41 
locusts, 257 

Lok Sevak Sangha party, 344 
locomotive works, 134, see also 
railway wa^n 

Loll Diggy, 64,150,189,280 
London, 17,18, 24, 62 
London Tavern, 60,65 
lootmg, X14, 215, 2i6, 217-18 
Loreto Sisters, 296-7, 316 
Lottery Committee, 73 
Lower ChitporeRoad, in, 177, 
178-81, 185,223, 294, 302 
Lower Circular Road, 95,121, 
157-8,176, 297 
Lucknow, 75 
Lyon, Thomas, 241 
Lyons Range, 151 
Lytton, Lady, 235,261 
Lytton, Lord, 236 

Macaulay, Lord, 39-40,73,76, 
1x2,230, 233, 250, 258 
MacDonald, Ramsay, 204 
Mackenzie, Sir Alexander, 270 
Madras, East India Company in, 
30, 52; CUve in, 37, 38,455 
Indians in presidential 
assembly, 79; economy of, 289. 
294, 295; terrorism in, 309; 
mentioned, 207, 248-9, 287 
Mahabat Jang, Nawab, 41 
Maharajahs, 87 
Mahangar Parishad, 296 
Maharashtra, 295 
Mahatma Gandhi Road, 178 
Mahesh Yogi, Maharishi, 13s 
Mahratta Ditch, 40,42 
Mahrattas, 55,67,187 
Mahtab, Sir Uday Chand, 133 
Maidan, political rallies on, 167, 
229, 326,353-6; activities on. 


172,190,228,236; size of, 
173, 226-7; monuments on, 
X99, 227-8. 229-30 
Maisonneuve, 17 
Malabar, 55 

malaria, 26, 80,125,192, 246 
managing agencies, 74-5,154 
Manasa, 19 
Mandalay, 196 
Mamktala, 178, 303 
Manohar Das tank, 228 
Mao Tse Tung, Maoism, 17, 

336, 337 » 351-2 
Marathi, 68 

Marble Palace, 20-24, ^ 55 t 205, 
226 

marriage, 107, 275 
marriage market, European, 61 
The Marriage of St Catheriney 22 
The Martyrdom of St Sebastian, 
22-3 

Martyrs Memorial, 328 
Marwari Association, 184 
Marwaris, 183-6, 206, 215, 278 
Marx, Karl, 308 
Mary, Queen, 86-7, 227 
Master, Streynsham, 136 
Mayo, Lady, 235 
Mayo, Lord, 227-8 
Mayurbhanj, Maharajah of, 132 
Mazumdar, Charu, 336, 338 
Mecca, 30 

Medical and Relief Society, 153 
medicine, 70, 80, 81,98,166, 
192, 238, 298-9, 300 
Meerut, 76, 78, 253, 308 
Melancholy Point, 34 
middens, 97,11x^285, 305-6 
Midnapore, 120,134 
migrants, 271, see also 
immigrants 
Mill, James^ 72 
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mineial lesources, 134,152,289, 
294 

Minerva giving the loving cup to 
ApollOi 23 
Minto, Lady, 238 
Minto, Lord, 84, 85,195,227 
Mir Jafar, 45^6,48 
Mir Kasim, 46 

Misser, Sepoy Juggemauth, 140 
Mission Press, 68 
Mission Row, 79 
missionaries, 68,20X, 204 
Mogul Empire, 23, 27, 35 , 39 - 47 , 
50-51,64,66, 86,188-9 
Molla, Akbar Ali, 220 
money-lenders, 71,144,183, 337 
Monson, Lady Anne, 52,55,60, 
247 

Monson, Colonel, 52, 53, 54-5 

Montesquieu, 72 

Moscow, 18, 73-4,92,142,197, 

315, 337 , Russia 

mosques, 180, x8x, 182,214-15, 

282, 351 

Mountbatten, Earl, 119,221 
Muggeridge, Malcolm, 296 
Mukherjee, Ajoy, as President of 
Congress, 314-15; and 
relations with Ghosh, 315, 
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